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Jorge Luis Borges, the great Argentine writer, once said: “I publish
my work in order to stop revising it.” I do not have the talent of Borges,
but I deeply empathize with his feeling. The project that resulted in this
book evolved over the years from a single-country study of voluntary
groups to a much broader and complex undertaking. Initially, my goal
was to show some of the significant limitations in the work of Robert
Putnam and others on civil society. But as I became fascinated by the
nuances of the link between civic engagement and democratization, the
project took a different spin that led me to other cases, bodies of litera-
ture, and new questions.

This book explores the question of whether and how civil society in-
fluences democracy, showing that the link between them is neither nec-
essary nor universal—as many others have claimed. I argue that civil
society has a “dark side” (i.e., a nondemocratic face) and that the spe-
cific sociohistorical context determines the nature of civic participation
and its potential effect on democracy. I claim that institutions, the law,
and dominant patterns of social interaction structure the conditions in
which individuals organize.

The book’s three case studies (of associational life in Weimar Ger-
many, of the antidesegregation movement in the United States, and of
civil society in contemporary Argentina) use historical and ethno-
graphic data. The Argentine analysis is based on original data that I
gathered in that country. The study also examines quantitative data
from twenty-eight additional nations. On occasion, I briefly introduce
other cases (e.g., Rwanda) to highlight certain points of analysis. I
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should note that the analysis includes no more than a passing reference
to the unprecedented crisis that erupted in Argentina in December
2001. The new forms of civil society mobilization that have emerged
with the crisis and their implications for democracy might be the topic
for another book. The case study of Argentina, however, anticipates
several critical undercurrents of the recent crisis.

The main reason I chose to write on the topic of civil society is my
belief in the power of organized citizens to improve democracy. Indeed,
in the 1990s, I thought that emerging rights organizations in Argentina
would effectively promote a civil liberties agenda, strengthen the inde-
pendence, reliability, and efficiency of the judicial process, and dissem-
inate tolerance and trust among citizens. This conviction took me to Ar-
gentina in the mid-1990s to corroborate that Putnam and others were
right. But as I conducted preliminary field research, I began to uncover
evidence that did not support conventional wisdom on the link be-
tween civil society and democracy. Indeed, the data revealed that civic
participation had another, less hopeful face. These initial findings
opened my eyes to an overlooked, alternative perspective to accepted
views of democracy and society. The rest is in this book.

Many people helped me with this project. I am very grateful for their
generosity. My most special thanks go to Alison Brysk, Margaret Cra-
han, Diego Puig, Bert Rockman, Bill Scheuerman, Mitchell Seligson, Iris
Young, and Mark Ungar. They contributed in innumerable ways to im-
proving this study. I would also like to thank Muriel Bell, Tony Hicks,
Amanda Moran, and Janet Mowery of Stanford University Press; and
Martín Abregú, Lucía Bertranou, Michael Cain, Alec Campbell, Lizzy
Heurtematte, Andrew Konitzer, Bill Roberts, Raffael Scheck, Andrew
Selee, and Robert Weisbrot. The continuous support of my wife, Mirna
Kolbowski, was crucial for the completion of this study. She pushed me
to set firm deadlines, listened to my (often) incoherent ideas, and put
up with long hours of work that disrupted dinners, soccer games, and
more events than I can remember.

Funding for this project was provided, at various stages, by the Inter-
American Foundation, the Aspen Institute, the Woodrow Wilson Inter-
national Center for Scholars, and Colby College’s Social Science Divi-
sion. A 2002–3 residential fellowship at the Woodrow Wilson Center in
Washington, D.C., allowed me to complete the manuscript in the most
stimulating environment a scholar could dream of. I am truly thankful
for the support of all these institutions and their continuous belief in
this project.
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Introduction

If the police catch those criminals, they should execute them.

—A human rights activist, Buenos Aires, 1996

It would be no surprise to see Klansmen, vigilantes, and mafiosi dis-
play attitudes and behaviors at odds with democratic practices. No one
would be surprised if the aggregation of hate groups, vigilante organi-
zations, mafia networks, and similar organizations contributes to debil-
itating democracy. Thus it is relatively simple to dismiss these groups
as outliers in the study of the link between civil society and democracy.
Indeed, many would argue, we should be concerned with the civic en-
gagement of average citizens. It is in their participation that we are ex-
pected to find the democratic effects of civil society. After all, we are
told, civil society is positively linked to democracy across countries. But
what happens when the involvement of average citizens contributes to
the collapse of democracy, to the exclusion of minorities, and to the
deepening of society’s fragmentation? Then we have a serious concep-
tual and empirical problem. This book centers on this problem.

The main focus of my study is on average participants. I am particu-
larly interested in understanding the relationship between ordinary
forms of civic engagement and undemocratic dispositions, objectives,
and results. To do so, I study well-established and new democracies at
different historical conjunctures. I examine the “dark side” of civil soci-
ety in Weimar Germany, looking at the connection between the richness
and vitality of associational life and the acceptance of antisystem and
Nazi ideas; the United States in the decades following Word War II, fo-



cusing on antidesegregation movements of average citizens in the
North and South; and postauthoritarian Argentina in the 1990s, analyz-
ing new patterns of civic engagement that emerged with democratic
rule and their link to noncooperation, distrust of others, and political
cynicism among participants.

The historical and ethnographic investigation is complemented with
a quantitative cross-national study, which affirms and expands key as-
pects of the analysis—for instance, showing that economic equality, and
not civic participation, plays an important role in strengthening the
quality of democracy. The cases I investigate are not the only examples
of the dark side of civil society. Indeed, several others confound what
we thought we knew about civil society. One that I explore briefly is
Rwanda, where civically minded health care and relief workers, human
rights activists, and members of religious groups supported the geno-
cide of 1994.

The case studies and the quantitative analysis pose a critical test of
theories about the universal connection between civic engagement and
democracy. They challenge conventional wisdom on this subject (Ro-
gowski 1995: 467–70). There is nothing inherently unusual about the
types of civil society activity that are the focus of my study. In fact, as I
noted, these are average participants and organizations; the very ones
that are expected to advance democracy. However, their civic engage-
ment led to nondemocratic outcomes, rather than to the opposite, “ex-
pected” results. In Weimar Germany, civil society was dense and vi-
brant, but rather than help to strengthen democracy it contributed to its
demise. In the United States, vast networks of solidarity and reciprocity
among law-abiding citizens did not unite society behind the effort to
end racial discrimination, but contributed to the perpetuation of social
exclusion. Finally, in Argentina, an active and mobilized sector of civil
society identified with human and civil rights values did not deepen
democracy by creating links between state and society and constructing
bridges across different sectors of society, but instead helped to inten-
sify divisions and conflicts and to erode confidence in democratic insti-
tutions.

Employing a wide-ranging and multi-method approach, I revise the
assumption that the relationship between civil society and democracy
is largely or wholly a positive one (see, e.g., Putnam 1993: 89–91; 1995a:
65–67). I argue that civil society may or may not lead to democracy be-
cause what matters is the context in which people associate, not be-
cause association is inherently and universally positive for democracy.
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In Weimar Germany, civil society was a destabilizing force to democ-
racy, while in the United States after World War II some elements of
civil society undermined the democratic character of the liberal state. In
turn, in the 1990s, Argentina’s civil society reinforced “vicious circles”
of noncooperation and conflict in a democratic system. These case stud-
ies allow me to examine the civil society–democracy link in new and in
well-established democracies. Argentina and Germany are both new
democracies (in different waves of democratization), while the United
States is a well-established but exclusionary democracy. The cross-na-
tional analysis also includes new and well-established democracies in
the sample, seeking to obtain answers that are valid across a wide range
of democratic systems. The different impacts and pathways of civil so-
ciety identified in the study do not cover, of course, all possible links to
democracy, but they are representative of a larger universe of ways in
which civil society can become problematic.

In order to explain the various ways in which civil society affects
democracy, I examine how different types of civic organizations and
other associational forms relate to specific aspects of democracy. For ex-
ample, groups and movements that encourage racial, ethnic, or reli-
gious discrimination will affect the individual rights guarantees of a
democracy. Civil rights groups that promote an antisystem discourse
with violent overtones will influence state decisions about the use of co-
ercion. Organizations that engage in corrupt or clientelistic exchanges
with the state will affect the legality of decision-making processes and
the principles of accountability and transparency.

When considering the impact of context on association, I examine
the ways in which civic engagement is directly affected by political in-
stitutions and shaped by conditions of social and economic inequality.
This analysis shows that the sociohistorical context influences the na-
ture, dispositions and orientations, and impact of civic engagement. In-
stitutional and societal conditions establish the cost threshold and en-
abling conditions that determine the democratic potential of
associations and movements. We should pay attention to the extent to
which state institutions protect the rights of individuals and build soci-
etal expectations of respect for the law, and to the ways in which social
and economic inequalities structure interactions in society (see O’Don-
nell 1999b: 307; Edwards and Foley 2001: 228; Lomax 1997: 60). I em-
phasize the role of the rule of law, which I view as an institutional and
cultural construct (see Chapter 1), and which, in a democracy, state and
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private actors must uphold and abide by. For civil society to develop its
democratic potential, it must be firmly rooted in and backed by the rule
of law (Linz and Stepan 1996: 10, 14). As both the qualitative and the
quantitative evidence show, social and economic inequality erode the
rule of law. In brief, socioeconomic inequalities impinge on the rule of
law, which affects civic engagement and, in turn, its impact on democ-
racy.

Civil society does not necessarily promote the public interest or re-
forms that are beneficial for the majority (Heller 2001: 138). Indeed, the
optimization of outcomes (viewed from the perspective of the majority)
is not a necessary result of civic engagement. Smaller groups of partici-
pants with ample resources and privileged access to decision-making
spheres can impose narrow and parochial interests on the public
agenda and, as a result, impose unreasonable burdens on the broader
society (Fiorina 1999: 395–403).

Civil society reinforces contextual conditions, and thus it can work
as a multiplier of inequalities and tensions among political and social
forces (Berman 1997a: 427). For example, associationism can exacerbate
social disparities, discriminatory patterns, or “a systematically skewed
overrepresentation” of dominant social sectors (Schmitter 1992: 436–37;
see Schlozman, Verba, and Brady 1999).1 This means that civil society is
not an inherently consensual arena, as many have argued, but often a
terrain of struggle and negotiation over the distribution of and access to
public goods and political/social resources and entitlements (see Foley
and Edwards 1999: 166–68). For instance, the empirical analysis shows
that race, religion, and related forms of identity can prompt patterns of
organizing, which in turn are likely to deepen racial, religious, and
other divisions in society.

Even though my emphasis in this study is on domestic factors, inter-
national forces also shape the context in which groups operate. Political
and economic changes in the international arena influence the condi-
tions under which people organize, and international forces can play an
important role in the creation of societal cleavages—as in the case of the
colonial role of Belgium in Rwanda (see Chapter 6). These externally
created societal segmentations can have a marked impact on the nature
and orientations of civil society—sometimes leading to undemocratic,
even extreme, outcomes. The international and transnational links be-
tween groups and movements are crucial too. In newly established
democracies, for example, international action can help or undermine
organizations of civil society by imposing certain agendas (e.g., affect-
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ing the scope of groups’ goals and demands) or withdrawing or lessen-
ing support at critical junctures in the democratization process, thus af-
fecting domestic associational capacities and relations within civil soci-
ety and between civil society and the state.

The Civil Society Boom

Whereas a generation ago the debate about the “success” of democracy
was largely centered on economic, political, and institutional factors,
most of the discussion in the late 1990s converged on the role of socie-
tal and cultural variables, with special emphasis on the importance of
civil society and its connection to democratic politics and practices. As
new democracies completed their transitions from authoritarianism
and well-established democracies began to confront fundamental trans-
formations in the fabric of their societies, scholars increasingly turned
to a classic political conundrum: Does citizen participation undergird
democracy?

Undoubtedly, the widespread fascination with civil society that be-
gan in the 1990s is related to the unprecedented global wave of demo-
cratic transitions that started in the mid-1970s—the so-called third
wave of democratization (see Huntington 1991). Sweeping political
change toward electoral forms of rule as well as market-oriented eco-
nomic reforms throughout the world have generated increasing atten-
tion to the question of what makes democracy possible and successful
over the long term.

The inauguration of democratic processes in Latin America, East-
Central Europe, and Africa persuaded researchers that the idea of civil
society could open a new framework for understanding an emerging
grassroots space in which citizens organize independently from the
state in order to pursue their interests and advance their demands via
peaceful means. Following the earlier “civic culture” theories (e.g., Al-
mond and Verba 1963)—which shifted the emphasis from elites and in-
stitutions to the role of mass culture in the democratic process—stu-
dents of democracy increasingly pointed to civil society as a “school of
virtue” for both citizens and leaders (Rosenblum 1998: 26). This empha-
sis led to a profusion of studies based on the premise that associative re-
lationships and an active conception of citizenship produce norms
linked to the viability of a democratic political system (see Rockman
1997). Civic participation, these studies claim, promotes democratic ori-
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entations among citizens, which in turn improve the performance of
democratic governments (Schlozman, Verba, and Brady 1999: 428).

The idea that institutional patterns spring from the nature of soci-
ety—that is, that there is a bottom-up approach to institutional per-
formance—has been particularly influential in recent years. Within this
approach, “neo-Tocquevillean” studies have focused on organized
groups of civil society as a surrogate measure of associational life and
have argued that the disposition of individuals to voluntarily form and
join different types of organizations produces a more cooperative cul-
ture, which in turn results in a more effective government. This society-
to-institutions effect has been articulated as a theory that proposes a
positive relationship that runs from civil society to democracy.

Much of the recent effort to “bring the people back in” has been
based on Putnam’s study of Italian politics (1993).2 In this study, Put-
nam argued that democratic institutions rest on a strong “civic commu-
nity.” By civic community he means dense horizontal networks of asso-
ciations in which citizens pursue their self-interest defined in a
framework of the broader public interest. Putnam views civil society as
a sphere in which citizens participate in various types of associations,
from theater groups to football clubs and bowling leagues. In his analy-
sis, the interactions within voluntary organizations are the source of ef-
fective government. Thus he argues, “democratic government is
strengthened, not weakened, when it faces a vigorous civil society”
(Putnam 1993: 88, 175–76, quotation on 182).

In Putnam’s version of the civil society–democracy thesis, associa-
tional life contributes to institutional performance in two ways. First,
associations inculcate in their members practices of cooperation, soli-
darity, and public spirit. The assumption of this neo-Tocquevillean
model is that face-to-face interactions among members of voluntary or-
ganizations result in “virtuous circles” of cooperation. Second, associa-
tions have external effects on the broader political system by improving
the articulation and aggregation of interests, facilitating consensus, and,
in general, resulting in more effective coordination to solve collective
action problems (Putnam 1993: 89–90, 167, 180). Indeed, the debate on
civil society has largely centered on the key notion of social capital—that
is, broad networks of trust and reciprocity, which are said to spring
from civic engagement (Putnam 2000: 19).3 The lesson of this social-psy-
chological perspective is simple: nations with high levels of civic en-
gagement accumulate social capital, and a large stock of social capital is
a key determinant of effective democracy.
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As a policy blueprint, this approach suggests that if we manipulate
the variable of civil society, we can produce democratic outcomes. In
general, neo-Tocquevilleans argue that promoting citizen participation
depends on strengthening the role and number of civic associations. Ef-
forts to promote democracy through civil society seem to be based on at
least one of three core assumptions about the effects of civic engage-
ment: (1) changes at the micro-social level produce macro-political re-
sults; (2) within a given society, “dispositions and practices shaped in
one association spill over to other contexts”; and (3) the same associa-
tional structures will operate in similar ways in different sociohistorical
contexts (in other words, we can extrapolate the “democratic” effect of
associational life from one setting to another) (quotation from Rosen-
blum 1998: 40). This assumption has led analysts to argue, for instance,
that the more associations there are in a country (and, even better, the
more groups of the “correct” type), the greater the likelihood that dem-
ocratic institutions will improve there (see Barber 1998).

Proponents of civil society–building in the United States and in new
democracies have argued that civic engagement can offer a solution to
government’s ineffectual delivery of services, weak community institu-
tions and ties, and low levels of social cooperation, among other ills. In
the 1990s, public policy analysts emphasized the vital role that civil so-
ciety could play in the production of social capital in new democracies.
For example, based on the assumption that structural reform in such re-
gions as Latin America entailed a new developmental phase character-
ized by a rapidly increasing division of labor between state, market,
and civil society, some analysts recommended that emergency aid
funds be targeted to social capital formation, which they viewed as a
precondition for economic growth, greater equality, and in the end, bet-
ter democracy (Reilly 1996: 24). Multilateral development organizations
(e.g., the World Bank and the Inter-American Development Bank)
adopted the civil society–democracy assumption for their funding ra-
tionale in new democracies.

In recent years, supporters of civil society in less-developed coun-
tries have stressed at least three areas where organized community life
can play a decisive role. First, they say that structural reforms have pro-
vided civic associations the opportunity to step in as the state receded
in its influence, thus allowing civil society groups to become involved
in areas that were previously under state responsibility, such as the pro-
vision of social services (Carothers 1999–2000: 19; see Thompson 1995;
Wuthnow 1991b: 289). Second, civil society can become a key actor in
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controlling and limiting state power in new democracies by taking an
active role in promoting the accountability of public officials and the
transparency of government actions (see Smulovitz and Peruzzotti
2000). Third, association has been seen as a tool to equalize representa-
tion by providing low-income people the possibility to combine re-
sources through association (Cohen and Rogers 1995: 43). In highly
stratified societies, some scholars argue, the underprivileged can find in
association a vehicle to break their dependent and subordinated situa-
tion (a result of long-term patterns of clientelism and patronage) and ef-
fectively convene around their collective interests (Diamond 1999: 244).

A common thread in these approaches is the assumption that civil
society has certain roles to play regardless of the sociohistorical context.
The evidence I will present, drawn from different national experiences,
shows that, under certain conditions, civil society may not play any of
these prodemocratic roles, and it may even undermine democracy by
eroding democratic habits, practices, and institutions and intensifying
social hostility. In other words, civil society can serve as an incubator
and multiplier of antidemocratic forces, associations can obstruct ef-
forts by the state and citizens to democratize society, and even groups
that might at first be regarded as the ones most compatible with nur-
turing social trust, tolerance, and cooperation can carry the opposite
tendencies.

The analysis I propose also has implications for the study of social
capital, probably the most important “celebrity” of the civil society
boom. My analysis of social capital departs from ahistorical approaches
that link the production of social capital exclusively to associationism. I
argue that social capital is not an automatic result of civic engagement.
Rather, the creation of social capital is dependent on the capacity of ac-
tors to access and mobilize resources. Also, I demonstrate that social
capital can be employed for different ends, including the promotion of
particularistic interests, discrimination, and even coercion and violence.
The evidence as a whole reveals interesting paradoxes; for instance, the
cross-national analysis shows that social capital can play a positive role
for democracy at the aggregate level (by promoting institutional qual-
ity), but the case studies reveal that social capital can be used for pur-
poses and goals inimical to democratic values and practices by differ-
ent groups and movements. Moreover, trust may be created within
groups but not translated into broader circles of social cooperation, a
process that breeds segmentation and undermines social cohesion.
These findings suggest that the study of social capital needs to be at-
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tentive to critical differences in the broader political context, as well as
to the specific socioeconomic conditions that shape the civic involve-
ment of social actors.

The Concept of Civil Society

During the recent “boom,” the concept of civil society has been often
employed without careful attention to its definition. Instead of diving
into a detailed theoretical and historical discussion of the concept of
civil society (which others have done very effectively, such as Cohen
and Arato 1992; Keane 1998), I approach the question of defining civil
society by pointing to two claims about association and the main criti-
cisms advanced against them. These claims and challenges stand out as
especially relevant for the issues discussed in my study and, in particu-
lar, they help me to set up a framework for my working definition of
civil society, which I discuss below.

First, in their effort to correct the lack of conceptual precision, some
analysts have proposed definitions of civil society that attach highly
restrictive conditions for organized groups to qualify as such. This ap-
proach excludes from civil society associations and movements con-
sidered potential threats to democracy, such as “maximalist, uncom-
promising interest groups or groups with antidemocratic goals and
methods” (Diamond 1994: 11; see also Diamond 1999: 221–33). It sets
standards that associations must meet in order to be considered part of
civil society: “Groups must be ‘moderate’ and restrained in their de-
mands; they should be democratic themselves or at least support
democracy; they should be institutionalized and have a stake in the
system; they should not reinforce social cleavages, but cut across them;
and so on” (Foley and Edwards 1996: 52 n. 21).

As critics of this “restrictive” approach have argued, defining civil
society in a way that excludes, impugns, or delegitimizes certain
groups or actors prevents analysts from understanding how societal in-
terests are actually identified, defined, and disputed. As Bruce Ruther-
ford (1993) has argued, groups often viewed as “dogmatic and rigid,
and therefore incapable of any constructive contribution to democrati-
zation”—Islamic groups such as the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt, for
instance—may advance “democratization by strengthening the institu-
tions and practices of democratic politics, while also gradually modify-
ing [their] ideology in a democratic direction” (p. 315). Therefore, ex-
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cluding associations because of such features as their “nondemocratic”
internal organization or objectives prevents us from considering the
ways in which different civil society organizations influence democ-
racy.

Second, a large number of studies, especially those that examine the
question of social capital, measure civil society exclusively as member-
ship in formal associations. This is true for most quantitative research
on associational life. Critics of the operationalization of civil society as
group membership have argued that this approach reduces the concept
of civil society to only one of its multiple dimensions, ignoring the var-
ious forms of civic engagement (particularly those not channeled
through formal groups) that constitute the phenomenon of association
(Cohen 1999: 56–59; see Newton 1997; Foley and Edwards 1997a;
1997b). In other words, critics have posed the following question: if the
vitality of civil society is viewed as a function of the presence or ab-
sence of voluntary associations and the size of their membership, what
is the role of social movements, informal networks, and other social
forms of interaction that do not fit the mold of formal organizations?
(Cohen 1999: 61–62).

In reaction to a “reductionist” approach to the study of civil society,
some authors have argued that counting the number of members in
voluntary groups (or even the number of associations) does not provide
enough evidence to argue that civil society is healthy or vital or that it
contributes to the public interest.4 As Morris Fiorina (1999) has noted, in
a community with many joiners but a small group of intense activists
who “push extreme or narrow causes, framing an overall public debate
only tangentially relevant to the values and concerns of most citizens,”
we may find that it is only those few participants who drive the proce-
dure of agenda-setting, sometimes even hijacking the democratic
process (pp. 395–403; quotation from Skocpol and Fiorina 1999b: 2). In
brief, numbers can tell us that civic participation is widespread in a
given setting, but these numbers do not necessarily show that civil so-
ciety plays a prodemocratic role. Historical and ethnographic evidence
tell a story very different from that told by crude numbers.

I am convinced of the legitimacy of the positions against restrictive
and reductionist approaches to civil society, mainly for two reasons.
First, if we decide which associations should be part of civil society on
the basis of their features, we introduce a high degree of selection bias
into the analysis (see King, Keohane, and Verba 1994: 128–37). In other
words, the presence of “democratic” features in groups cannot be used
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as a decision rule for determining what civil society is and what it is
not. Second, conceptually speaking, the notion of civil society should
not be limited to a single dimension (such as group membership) be-
cause of a methodological decision. In fact, it should be the other way
around. As Gary King and colleagues (1994) have argued, empirical
methods of research should be driven by theoretical considerations. If
we want to examine whether and how civil society influences democ-
racy, we should employ a broad definition of civil society together with
methods and data that allow us to examine different dimensions of
civic engagement. As Theda Skocpol and Fiorina (1999b) have argued,
a combination of methods “affords a more nuanced picture” of civil so-
ciety “than any one methodology deployed in isolation could generate”
(p. 9).

Considering the factors just mentioned, I have chosen a broad defi-
nition of civil society. I abstain, though, from suggesting my own defi-
nition. I use the one proposed by Skocpol and Fiorina (1999a) in their
volume on civic engagement in the United States—a definition that has
been widely accepted in the political science community. They conceive
of civil society as “the network of ties and groups through which people
connect to one another and get drawn into community and political af-
fairs” (1999b: 2, italics added). This definition emphasizes that, in addi-
tion to formal groups (which are, for the most part, the most evident ex-
pression of associational life), there are multiple other ways in which
people link themselves to each other. The notion of “ties” effectively
conveys the idea of this variety of social links, which range from social
movements to various “publics” that engage in debates in the public
sphere (see Chapter 1 for a detailed discussion). In my writing, civil so-
ciety, civic engagement or civic participation, and associational life are
used interchangeably to denote the idea of people connecting to each
other as expressed in Skocpol and Fiorina’s definition.5

As this definition implies, civil society excludes the family. It also
connotes the idea that civil society results from the uncoerced action of
individuals. It understands civil society as different from political soci-
ety, which is the arena in which political actors compete for the “right to
exercise control over public power and the state apparatus” (Linz and
Stepan 1996: 8). Finally, this working definition does not make any ref-
erences to “for-profit” objectives. However, as a type of activity, I con-
sider that civil society is, in principle, different from involvement in the
marketplace in the sense that it is not dominated by “the objectives of
making profit and enlarging market shares” (Young 1999: 143–48, quo-
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tation on 144; see Fish 1994; Cohen and Arato 1992: 1–26). This distinc-
tion does not mean that organizations in civil society cannot promote a
group-specific economic agenda, as in chambers of commerce and eco-
nomic policy think tanks.

Defining Democracy

Many civil society studies have been characterized by a restricted em-
phasis on membership in formal groups, and the conception of democ-
racy employed in most of these studies has been equally restrictive. As
Sidney Tarrow (1996) and others have argued, the operational concep-
tion of democracy in several of the most influential studies of civil soci-
ety has a major flaw: it does not discriminate between democratic and
undemocratic politics and practices. I seek to remedy this problem in
my analysis.

The conception of democracy that I employ departs from the Schum-
peterian emphasis on elections, an approach that dominated the study
of democracy in the last half of the twentieth century.6 My conception
also departs from equally restrictive approaches that homologize
democracy with policy performance, as Putnam (1993) does: his idea of
“making democracy work” is primarily centered on the creation of effi-
cient administration and rational public policies (see Chapter 5)
(Walker 1966: 293). In contrast, I conceive of democracy, first, as a sys-
tem that concerns not only political institutions but society as well, and
second, as a system in which significant segments of the population are
de facto excluded from the full benefits of democratic citizenship (Hol-
ston and Caldeira 1998: 263–64; O’Donnell 1999b: 305). This calls our
attention to a central dimension of democracy: the various and contin-
uous ways in which the rights of citizens expand and contract in dem-
ocratic systems. Accordingly, if we want to assess the strength or qual-
ity of democracy, we need to consider not only policy performance but
also such issues as the effectiveness of civil rights for different social
sectors and limits on the coercive power of the state (Varas 1998: 147).

Let me situate this alternative approach to democracy in the context
of recent debates. The expansion of democratic forms of government
throughout the world means that a refined concept of democracy is
needed to understand the wide variation brought about by this multi-
plicity of cases. As Guillermo O’Donnell (1999b) has noted, the expan-
sion in the number of countries claiming to be democratic has required
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“democratic theory to become more broadly comparative than it used
to be when its empirical referent was almost exclusively limited to
countries in the northwestern quadrant of the world” (pp. 303–4).
However, the need for a more comprehensive conceptualization of
democracy is desirable not only because of the increase in the number
of cases to be accounted for, but also because in the North American
and Western European cases traditional notions of democracy have
been increasingly questioned (see, e.g., Fraser 1993). One challenge of a
broadly comparative democratic theory is to identify what is inherently
democratic about this system without posing a hierarchical model that
establishes stages to be followed by “less democratic” nations.

If democracy is understood as a bipolar phenomenon, then complex
and fluid political and social processes—particularly at the subnational
level—cannot be properly understood. This bipolar perspective views
democracy and authoritarianism as separate, distinct, and opposite re-
alities—often defined by the presence or absence of electoral competi-
tion (von Mettenheim and Malloy 1998b: 175). In contrast, as Teresa
Caldeira and James Holston (1999) have argued, political and social
processes in democracies tend to be “uneven, unbalanced, irregular,
heterogeneous, arrhythmic, and indeed contradictory”—thus involving
both democratic and authoritarian features (p. 717). In addition, polar
categories tend to focus exclusively on institutional questions, leading
to a belief that the construction and deepening of democracy is a matter
of creating rational and modern administrations without paying atten-
tion, for instance, to democratic practices in the social sphere (Ospina
1999: 2–3; see Yashar 1999: 97–103). In contrast, I argue that the democ-
ratization of state institutions is reciprocal to the democratization of so-
cial relations (Caldeira and Holston 1999: 719).

The broader approach to democracy that I propose is crucial to un-
derstanding how civil society and democracy are related. Indeed, the
characterizations of democracy that I criticize and, particularly, the ho-
mologation of democracy with elections—the “electoralist fallacy,” as
Juan Linz and Alfred Stepan (1996) put it (see also Karl 1986)—yield a
reductionist approach that limits our understanding of democratization
processes and citizen participation. This is particularly relevant in con-
texts marked by conditions inimical to democratic citizenship for vast
sectors of the population (Holston and Caldeira 1998: 264). These con-
ditions (which I describe in Chapter 1) affect the democratic impulses
and potentials of civil society. In other words, without this crucial angle
we miss some of the most important aspects of the relationship be-
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tween civil society and democracy, which are not captured in analyses
of policy performance or democratic stability. Civil society’s paradox is
that the “disjunctions” of democracy shape the character of civic en-
gagement and, in turn, influence its prodemocratic impact (see Walzer
1992; Holston and Appadurai 1999).

The Plan of the Book

The book starts with a discussion of key conceptual issues in the study
of the civil society–democracy link and then moves to the empirical
analysis, which includes three case studies (of Germany, the United
States, and Argentina) and a quantitative study of twenty-eight nations.
The concluding chapter summarizes the book’s arguments and findings
and suggests lessons, questions, and new ideas for future research.

Chapter 1 introduces key theoretical ideas that frame the discussion
of civil society and sets up the conceptual background for the empirical
analysis. The first half of the chapter describes the sources, functions,
and structures of civil society as well as the mechanisms expected to
connect civic engagement with democracy. This section discusses three
major analytical perspectives on civil society, namely, social capital, the
“third sector,” and the public sphere. Three main questions orient the
discussion: What are the different forms of civil society activity? What
functions is civil society expected to perform? What are the mecha-
nisms through which these functions are effected? The discussion
shows that the phenomenon of civil society covers a wide range of as-
sociational forms; therefore only by taking into account this hetero-
geneity can we fully examine the link between association and democ-
racy.

The second half of the chapter addresses the relationship between
civic engagement and context. My analysis unfolds from the assump-
tion that all democracies are characterized by a skewed distribution of
the rights of citizenship across socioeconomic and territorial cleavages.
This uneven distribution is expressed, for instance, in various forms of
discrimination and unlawful relations between citizens and the state,
and among citizens themselves (Holston and Caldeira 1998: 288; O’-
Donnell 1999b: 305, 308). I argue that cross-national and within-country
variations in the degree of democratization of both political and social
spheres lead to critical differences in the nature, objectives, and out-
comes of civil society participation. The discussion centers on the prob-
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lem of assessing variations in the effectiveness of the rule of law, ap-
proaching this problem with a delineation of levels of analysis (state in-
stitutions, state-society relations, and interactions within society) in or-
der to understand the ways in which institutional/legal and social/
cultural factors influence civic participation.

Chapters 2–5 present the empirical analysis. I draw from both the
quantitative and the qualitative traditions, seeking to “make sense” of
case studies and to draw inferences from the quantitative evidence (see
Ragin 2002; Brady, Collier, and Seawright 2002). The use of these differ-
ent methodological approaches is helpful in assessing the explanatory
power of macro-level variables in combination with detailed, case-ori-
ented analyses (see Foley and Edwards 1999: 163, 170 n. 8). I am inter-
ested in using the case studies to trace processes that explain the con-
nection between civic participation and democracy. The statistical
analysis imposes some limits on the understanding of complex causal
processes, but illuminates important dimensions uncovered by the case
studies.

I draw from the work of historians on Germany and the United
States, reading their rich evidence in light of the theoretical questions
that inform my study. I work with ethnographic and other original
data, which I gathered in Argentina during field research in 1996 and
2000. Throughout the analysis, I draw connections between the cases to
highlight similarities and differences in mechanisms, patterns, and pro-
cesses. These are “crucial cases” for analyzing the dark side of civil so-
ciety because they confound the conventional wisdom about the rela-
tionship between civil society and democracy (see Goldhagen 1996:
469). The quantitative analysis complements and generalizes some of
the findings of the qualitative study. It tests models that explore the re-
lationship of civic engagement, social trust, income inequality, and
other variables with the quality of democratic institutions across na-
tions. The cross-national study employs, among other statistics, public
opinion surveys, polls of experts, and economic data.

Chapter 2 presents two examples that demonstrate the antidemo-
cratic nature and orientations of powerful associational networks and
social movements. The chapter examines the cases of Germany in the
pre-Nazi years and the United States in the decades following World
War II. In Weimar Germany, political and economic decay—a result of
economic catastrophes, weak and ineffectual political institutions, a
party system in dissolution, serious national-local tensions, and foreign
pressures (e.g., war reparations imposed by the Treaty of Versailles)—
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intensified tensions and conflict in society. Associational life repro-
duced these social strains, intensified citizen resentment toward parlia-
mentary democracy, and communicated antisystem and Nazi ideas. In-
deed, in the Germany of the 1920s and 1930s, a vital civil society
contributed to intensifying confrontation in society and to citizens’
alienation from the political system. Also, a wide range of local and re-
gional associations were gradually penetrated by the Nazis, who used
these social networks to their ideological advantage. This is a case of
civil society’s contribution to the collapse of democracy.

In the United States, a variety of factors created the conditions under
which average citizens mobilized around the issue of segregation: his-
torical patterns of social exclusion, vast urban migration, industrial
transformations and their impact on the labor force, a “racialized” for-
mulation and implementation of public policy, and political efforts at
social engineering. Under these conditions, whites organized to defend
the value of their homes and the identity of their schools and commu-
nities, and to affirm long-term goals of racial separation. In the South, a
vast movement of “nonextremist” civic associations championed an
agenda focused on preventing any disruption of the racial status quo in
response to the U.S. Supreme Court’s school desegregation decision. In
the urban North, average civil society associations channeled a broad
movement of resistance to residential integration in cities such as De-
troit and Chicago and generated a strong antibusing mobilization in
cities such as Boston. In other words, from the 1950s through the 1970s,
both an underlying racism—part of the societal context—and a defen-
sive attitude toward threats to middle-class status, aspirations, and
identities galvanized whites over specific issues such as housing and
school segregation. This trend continued into the 1980s and beyond, as
the objective of safeguarding property values and the goal of spatial
differentiation and separation between social groups led to the boom of
gated communities in the United States.

Among other findings, these case studies reveal that the democratic
or undemocratic orientations of civil society cannot be predicted. The
social networks in which people participate transmit beliefs and behav-
iors across society, but these mechanisms do not guarantee democratic
outcomes—the outcomes depend on specific contextual conditions. In-
deed, the historical evidence shows that organizational patterns and
their objectives are dependent on institutional and economic factors,
policy-making, and underlying social and cultural conditions. These
case studies portray a civil society that contrasts with neo-Tocquevil-
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lean views of civil society as an arena of consensus; civil society materi-
alizes from the analysis as a realm in which competing groups contend
over resources, rights, and political influence.

Chapters 3 and 4 explore civic engagement in a “third-wave” democ-
racy: Argentina. Chapter 3 sets up the background for the analysis of
civil society. The case of Argentina illustrates the problématique of na-
tions that are exploring the potential of active participation of civil so-
ciety in the construction of a new democracy. Still, this case shows that
issues of social exclusion, discrimination, and limited rights—which
played a major role in the U.S. analysis of civic participation—are com-
mon to both new and well-established democracies. Employing Ar-
gentina as a test case, I propose a multidimensional strategy for assess-
ing the democratizing impact of civic engagement under specific
political, social, and economic conditions. The similarity of Argentina in
these circumstances to many other new democracies conveys several
comparative lessons.

In Argentina, weak accountability and transparency, lack of effective
controls of state violence (e.g., police abuse), widespread impunity and
corruption, and deepening poverty and a rapidly increasing gap be-
tween rich and poor defined the conditions under which civil society
operated during the 1990s. The analysis of civil society in Chapter 4 ini-
tially focuses on a sample of organizations in the area of human and
civil rights created (or radically transformed) in the late 1980s and
1990s. The study of these associations produces several counterintuitive
findings. These groups did not promote tolerance, generalized trust,
and belief in the legitimacy of institutions among their members; they
failed to develop effective links among themselves and with the rest of
civil society, or with the state apparatus; and their contribution to con-
trolling and imposing limits on the coercive power of the state and to
affirming individual rights was limited. Chapter 4 also probes the civil
society–democracy link with other evidence. First, it introduces survey
data that confirm and generalize some of the key patterns found in the
ethnographic study. Then it analyzes whether and how civil society
(civic organizations, public opinion, media, and citizen action) influ-
enced the outcome of legal cases involving police violence as well as
legislation and legislative debates on issues of police reform and law
enforcement for nearly two decades. The analysis reveals a modest
level of effectiveness of civil society in the legal arena and limited influ-
ence on the lawmaking sphere.7

Chapter 5 shifts the empirical analysis to a quantitative mode. This
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research uses data from various sources to test causal models in a sam-
ple of old and new democracies. The study tests a set of core hypothe-
ses of the theories of civil society and social capital. It shows, for exam-
ple, that civic participation is not a significant predictor of generalized
trust or of institutional quality. Also, the chapter examines two alterna-
tive claims, namely, that social capital should be studied in connection
with specific contextual conditions (in my model, income and ethnic
cleavages) and that patterns of economic distribution are crucial to un-
derstanding questions of institutional quality, particularly the problem
of creating a rule of law. The statistical analysis confirms the core ideas
of the book.

The conclusion (Chapter 6) uses another case, that of Rwanda, to un-
derscore the book’s arguments. It presents another powerful example
of civil society’s dark side, where, as in Nazi Germany, societal beliefs
and associationism contributed to the most extreme of outcomes. The
chapter then provides a final review of the book’s theoretical ideas and
empirical findings, draws additional connections among the case stud-
ies, and discusses lessons for new democracies and questions for future
research. Finally, it suggests a new conceptual model of democratiza-
tion, envisioned as a framework for bridging “top-down” and “bottom-
up” approaches to democracy in a more effective and parsimonious
way than traditional conceptions based on a sharp analytical distinc-
tion between state and society.
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this chapter advances a set of theoretical considerations concerning
civil society and its connection to democracy. The chapter undertakes
two conceptual tasks. First, it systematizes core approaches to the
analysis of civic engagement in order to establish a clear picture of the
forms and effects of civil society activity. The discussion focuses on the
three perspectives of social capital, voluntary organizations (the “third
sector”), and the public sphere in order to look at civil society’s indica-
tors, functions, and mechanisms. The first issue concerns operational-
ization. Measuring civil society is a complex problem because associa-
tion occurs at different levels of aggregation and in many forms. Any
attempt to develop precise indicators would entail some level of reduc-
tionism. Indeed, we can operationalize civil society as membership in
formal groups, the number of voluntary associations, social movement
activity,1 or in several other ways. Then, the problem of functions zeroes
in on the kinds of contributions that can be expected from civil society.2

Last, the question of mechanisms refers to the different (hypothesized)
connections between civil society and democracy.

The chapter’s second task is to analyze the relationship between civil
society and the institutional, economic, and social context. I argue that
we need to examine how institutional/legal and social/cultural factors
influence civic participation. This demands attention to the ways in
which the state interacts with society, the impact of socioeconomic strat-
ification and cultural patterns on social interactions, and especially, the
extent to which the rule of law (an institutional and cultural construct)
permeates the political and social spheres.

chapter
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Approaches to Civic Engagement

Members of the Aryan Brotherhood, the Aryan Circle, the Texas Syndi-
cate, the Crips, the Bloods, and the Confederate Knights of America—
all prison gangs in Texas—attend meetings, elect officers, have a system
of rules and sanctions, exercise internal accountability, make the bulk of
their decisions democratically, distribute benefits according to merit,
and write their own constitutions. Members learn to trust each other
and thus discover the benefits of cooperation and reciprocity. They de-
velop organizational skills by handling paperwork and taking respon-
sibility for specific tasks. They also learn to exercise their rights, for ex-
ample, by demanding from prison officials the inviolability of legal
documents, which are often used by the groups to conceal their internal
communications (Berryhill 1999: 21–23).

In order to become a member of one of these voluntary associations,
a candidate is often required to pledge loyalty to the group’s sacrosanct
principles. For instance, a new member of the Confederate Knights
must pledge to “bear true allegiance to the sacred principles of Aryan
Racial Supremacy and political freedom in Government upon which
our forefathers founded a new nation upon this continent” (Berryhill
1999: 21). Those who join the group receive a tattoo bearing the SS light-
ning bolts. In the hostile environment of a Texas prison, membership in
these organizations provides prestige, camaraderie, and protection
against extortion and rape. For men accustomed to being “misfits in the
small towns where they grew up,” membership also carries the invalu-
able opportunity to be accepted into a community of equals (p. 21). In
other words, the experience of association renders “relief from solitude
and the mutual regard of similar men” (Rosenblum 1998: 274).

Member John King found a nurturing space in the Knights. The
group offered him, among other things, an identity. And his member-
ship seems to have had an impact on his values and attitudes. His
racism, for instance, became increasingly ardent with his involvement
in the group (Kane 1998: 1C; Berryhill 1999: 23). Membership in the
Knights contributed to shaping his vision of society. In prison, he wrote
to his girlfriend:

Sometimes I just feel like “fuck comeing home.” I’m better off here. I have it
made in all actuality, why give it up for a world full of nothing? What do I have
to look forward too returning to Jasper? A town full of race traitoring nigger
loveing whores? Bitches that are so fuckin stupid and blind to the pride of their
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race and heritage that they should be hung on the limb adjacent their nigger
loveing man. (As quoted in Berryhill 1999: 23)

King’s prison term and his experience in the Knights preceded his
brutal murder of James Byrd, a black man, in Jasper, Texas, in June of
1998, and may have played a role in his decision to commit the crime.
Indeed, King killed Byrd in association with another member of the
Knights. The victim was “chained by his ankles to the bumper of a
pickup truck and dragged three miles down country roads” (Berryhill
1999: 18). He was dismembered: “His head, neck and right arm were
found in a ditch. His mangled torso was discovered about a mile away”
(Daily News 1998: 42).

King’s loyalty to the Confederate Knights was not, as one might
think, only a response to the tough life in prison. After his release, he
tried to start a Knights chapter in Jasper (Berryhill 1999: 23). Indeed,
prosecutors said in the trial that King killed Byrd “to gain credibility for
a racist group he was organizing” (Associated Press 1999: A22).3 This
example illustrates that prison gangs do not play a democratic role in
society. Their fostering of racism and fanaticism are obviously not con-
ducive to the development of democratic attitudes and practices. They
do not foster “generalized” trust—that is, trust in “those whom we
don’t know and who are different from us”—but rather “particular-
ized” trust, a type of trust that strengthens in-group relations while dis-
couraging members to trust beyond their kin (Uslaner 1999: 124–25; Ya-
magishi and Yamagishi 1994).

One may argue, though, that prison gangs do promote democracy in
other ways. Let me mention four possibilities. First, they offer members
an environment in which to develop and practice civic skills (see Verba,
Schlozman, and Brady 1995: chap. 11). Second, even if organizations ex-
hibit violent or authoritarian dispositions, their existence may serve as
a “safety valve” for their members, especially when they are publicly
condemned, and thus isolated, by large sectors of society (Chalmers
1997). Third, this type of association (gangs, hate groups, militias) offers
individuals membership, that is, “an occasion not only to belong but
also to exclude others.” Such associations may not develop social prac-
tices congruent with liberal democracy, but they can, theoretically, con-
tribute to political pluralism by limiting “exhibitions of hate and hostile
outbreaks of envy” as well as by offering individuals “some place
where their contributions are affirmed and where the likelihood of fail-
ure is reduced” (Rosenblum 1998: 13, 17, 26, 46, quotations on 22, 349).
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Fourth, prison gangs can offer marginalized individuals the opportu-
nity to empower themselves. Through participation, they learn about
their rights and experience the benefits of organization as a means of
promoting common interests (Diamond 1999: 244).

These contrasting dispositions of prison gangs raise a fundamental
question about civil society: What is it about associational activity that
contributes to democracy? The recent study of civic engagement has
revolved around analytical approaches focused on individuals, associ-
ations, and the public sphere. If we want to test the civil society–
democracy link in its various dimensions, we need to take into account
that the study of civil society entails more than an examination of indi-
vidual experiences of participation or features of particular associa-
tions. For instance, a certain form of participation in civil society (such
as associations) can have varied and parallel effects at different levels of
aggregation.4 This means that civic engagement may simultaneously
shape the attitudes of individuals while influencing debates in the pub-
lic sphere. These effects may carry positive and negative implications
for democracy at the same time.

Testing the civil society–democracy relationship requires that we ex-
amine this link at three different but interrelated levels. First, we need
to study how the experience of association influences individual group
members. What are the formative effects of civic engagement on indi-
viduals? This question is often the focus of quantitative studies of social
capital. Irrespective of how the causality runs, many of these studies as-
sess the relationship between civic engagement and values such as so-
cial trust, taking the individual participant as their unit of analysis (see,
e.g., Uslaner 1997; 1998; 1999).5 This level of analysis is important to
test, for instance, whether certain groups breed generalized or particu-
larized trust among their members.

Second, if we want to map the varied roles of groups in the associa-
tional field and their impact on society and the state, we need to work
at the level of the associations themselves. Thus, the question is, what is
the role of civil society groups in a democracy? According to this ap-
proach, some associations will serve as safety valves, others as govern-
ment watchdogs, and so on. Ideally, a prodemocratic civil society
would display a balanced combination of different associations. This
aggregate of associational “niches and specializations”—what has been
called a “democratic ecology of associations”—would in theory pro-
vide an “optimal mix of democratic effects” (Warren 2001: 12–13).
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However, as the empirical analysis will show, a democratic ecology of
groups does not necessarily lead to democratic outcomes.

Finally, we need to study the melange of social movements, informal
networks, associations, and gatherings in which citizens build dis-
courses and public action (Ryan 2001: 233–34, 237, 242; Clemens 2001:
248–49). For groups such as the Knights, for example, we might assess
their broader appeal in society and their role in the legitimation of vio-
lence in the public sphere (Warren 2001: 207). This means that we need
to consider, beyond individual participants and organizations, the
ways in which different forms of association (formal and informal)
shape the public space and the political arena. In this framework, we
would examine the interaction among formal associations, social move-
ments, informal interpersonal networks, and social practices, and how
they structure cultural spaces, shape public discourse, and influence
state action (Greene 2001: 153; Clemens 2001: 248–50).

As noted, I will structure the discussion on the basis of three theoret-
ical and empirical approaches to civic engagement: social capital, the
so-called third sector of voluntary organizations, and the public sphere.
Each of these approaches, which represent generic trends in recent
studies of civil society, focuses on a different level of analysis: individ-
ual persons, associations, and broader social networks and practices.
Table 1.1 summarizes the most important elements of these perspec-
tives: (1) the indicators that each approach selects for examination; (2)
the functions that each perspective assigns to civil society; and (3) the
mechanisms through which civil society is expected to fulfill these func-
tions.

Social Capital

The debate on civil society has largely centered on the potential of as-
sociational life to generate changes at the level of the individual—that
is, changes in participants themselves, which may be aggregated into
broader societal patterns. In general, these studies focus on the effect of
participation on the values, beliefs, and attitudes of individual persons.
In this respect, civil society may function as a “school of democracy”
or, in other words, as an incubator of civic culture. As Nancy Rosen-
blum (1998) said, this approach is essentially moral; that is, “civil soci-
ety is seen as a school of virtue where men and women develop the
dispositions essential to liberal democracy” (p. 26). Accordingly, ordi-
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nary citizens who join associations are expected to trust widely and
learn practices and dispositions conducive to pluralist democracy, such
as bargaining, tolerance, and compromise (p. 13). According to this so-
cial-psychological approach, associations in democracies have “devel-
opmental effects” on individuals because they bolster the “capacities of
democratic citizens,” particularly their capacity “to develop au-
tonomous judgements that reflect their considered wants and beliefs”
(Warren 2001: 70–77, quotations on 61).

As noted in the Introduction, the theory of social capital has played
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table 1.1

Civic Engagement: Analytical Perspectives

Social Capital Third Sector Public Sphere

Unit of analysis Participants in
voluntary or-
ganizations
(group member-
ship)

Civic associa-
tions and NGOs
(number, goals,
makeup, struc-
tures, links, dis-
tribution)

Informal net-
works, social
movements,
public forums,
associations,
media, publish-
ing

Expected functions Associational
life socializes
individuals into
cooperative be-
havior

Primarily, asso-
ciations serve as
government
watchdogs,
channel de-
mands, and
provide services
to citizens

“Publics” exer-
cise informal
control and in-
fluence over
policy-makers,
legislatures, and
courts

Mechanisms Production of
social trust

Monitoring,
public expo-
sure, advocacy,
interest articula-
tion, and ad-
ministration

Grassroots mo-
bilization and
social protest,
identity-build-
ing, creation
and circulation
of critical dis-
courses

sources: Habermas 1989; Fraser 1993; Putnam 1993; 1995a; 1995b; 2000; Cohen and
Arato 1992: chap. 10; Tarrow 1994: chap. 1; Salamon and Anheier 1996: chap. 1; 1997:
chaps. 3 and 18; Brehm and Rahn 1997; Chalmers 1997; Cohen 1999; Diamond 1999; Fo-
ley and Edwards 1999; Skocpol and Fiorina 1999b; Young 1999; Smulovitz and Peruz-
zotti 2000.



a central role in the recent debate on civil society. The concept of social
capital was popularized by Putnam’s (1993) study of Italian politics.6 In
his study, social capital entails “features of social organization, such as
trust, norms, and networks, that can improve the efficiency of society
by facilitating coordinated actions” (p. 167). Social capital, in other
words, “refers to connections among individuals—social networks and
the norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from them”
(Putnam 2000: 19). Putnam (1993) argued that trust in others, civic en-
gagement, and reciprocity are “mutually reinforcing” (p. 180). How do
we recognize social capital when we see it? From this perspective, so-
cial capital is manifested in “familiarity, tolerance, solidarity, trust,
habits of cooperation, and mutual respect” (Putnam 2000: 362).7

According to neo-Tocquevilleans, social capital is a result of civic en-
gagement because associational activity generates social interaction
that facilitates and promotes cooperative behavior. However, whether
associational life is a source of social capital or its outcome has been a
matter of intense debate (Foley and Edwards 1999: 148). Most studies
have assessed this causal relationship by exploring the role of member-
ship in voluntary associations in the production of social trust, or con-
versely, the effects of social trust on membership in voluntary associa-
tions (cf. Newton 1997: 579; see also Uslaner 1997).8 Conceptually, this
decision tends to be based on a preference for either the capacity of so-
cial connectedness to influence individual-level behavior or the role of
more-or-less stable values in society (Uslaner 1997: 3).

Studies of social capital often measure participation in civil society as
membership in voluntary organizations (see, e.g., Putnam 1995a; 1995b;
Fukuyama 1995; Inglehart 1997; Howard 2002).9 Surveys ask people if
they are members of different types of voluntary organizations, such as
religious organizations, human rights groups, or professional associa-
tions. These data can provide the basis for an overall measure of civic
engagement that totals the number of different organizations to which
a respondent belongs or for which he does volunteer work (see Chap-
ter 3). As Table 1.1 shows, associational life is considered vital for
democracy because it socializes citizens into cooperative behavior. The
key mechanism through which civic participation is expected to pro-
mote democracy is the production of social trust.

Face-to-face interactions in voluntary groups are expected to have an
aggregate effect on the broader political system and the economy. This
approach assumes a teleological process in which social interactions re-
sult in positive political and economic developments (McIntosh 2001:
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141; see also Gamm and Putnam 2001). The premise is “that associa-
tions facilitate economic growth or democratic performance through
their impact on individual norms and attitudes, which in turn have an
impact on society through individual behavior” (Foley and Edwards
1999: 154). A dense civil society, neo-Tocquevilleans say, improves the
articulation and aggregation of interests, facilitating cooperation, lead-
ing to a more efficient use of resources, and lowering transaction costs
(Putnam 1993: 89–90; Fukuyama 1999: 3; Walzer 1992: 99). Therefore, a
large stock of social capital is viewed as a key asset for development.
One of the benefits of social capital is that its growth is positively re-
lated to its consumption: the stock of social capital is not depleted by its
utilization; on the contrary, it is increased when put to work.

The problem of transporting social capital (particularly, radii of trust
and reciprocity) from the micro to the macro level of society is an im-
portant question that most studies of social capital do not address di-
rectly. As Elisabeth Clemens (2001) has argued, the concept of social
capital advanced by neo-Tocquevilleans “embodies a seeming para-
dox—a deeply embedded capacity for social action that is transposable
from one setting to another, from one domain to other diverse projects”
(p. 247). Therefore, social capital may not be endowed with “the same
portability or fungibility that makes financial capital such a powerful
motor of economic growth and transformation” (pp. 247, 250; see also
McIntosh 2001: 150–51). In other words, it is not clear what guarantees
the transfer of social capital from social ties at the micro level into social
networks at a broader level.

As a way to understand how to maximize the positive effects of so-
cial capital, Putnam introduces the distinction between “bonding” and
“bridging” forms of social capital. “Bonding” refers to “exclusive” con-
nections that reinforce “our narrower selves,” whereas “bridging”
points to “inclusive” networks that “can generate broader identities
and reciprocity” (Putnam 2000: 22–23).10 In Putnam’s view, “bonding
and bridging are not ‘either-or’ categories into which social networks
can be neatly divided, but ‘more or less’ dimensions along which we
can compare different forms of social capital” (p. 23). According to this
perspective, a form of social capital that is broadly inclusive lies at the
foundation of successful societies.

The Question of Trust. Many have viewed social trust as the
“celebrity” of societies that are able to cooperate to resolve collective
problems (e.g., Inglehart 1999; Uslaner 1998; 1999). Trust is considered
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a precondition for both thriving democratic institutions and a success-
ful market economy.11 There appears to be a consensus that trust is at
the core of social capital (Uslaner 1997: 3). Researchers have devoted
considerable effort to identifying the payoffs of having high levels of
social trust in a society. Among the studies that have posited a direct
link between social trust and political/economic outcomes at the macro
level, several have argued that social trust is a critical condition for an
effective democracy. Ronald Inglehart (1999), for example, has found a
strong positive association between trust and democratic quality across
nations (pp. 88, 103).12

Recent investigations into the phenomenon of trust in society have
posited the idea of two types of trust: generalized and particularized
trust (Yamagishi and Yamagishi 1994). The first one refers to confidence
in all kinds of people (particularly those we do not know); the second
one, as noted in the example of the Confederate Knights, refers to con-
fidence in one’s narrow circle of family, friends, or group members (Us-
laner 1997: 2–3). According to students of trust, the distinction between
generalized and particularized trust emphasizes the role of widespread
cooperation in the ability of societies to solve collective problems: “So-
cieties that are marked by more particularized trust than generalized
confidence in others will not generate enough social capital to prosper”
(p. 9).13

Particularized trust, some argue, hinders the emergence of broad net-
works of cooperation and reciprocity in society and may lead to various
degrees of prejudice and intolerance. In contrast, generalized trust is as-
sociated with predictability in interactions beyond our immediate so-
cial circles. Predictability involves “having an expectation that stability
or manageable change exists in society and our interpersonal relation-
ships” (Janoski 1998: 87). The question is whether generalized trust is
the source of predictability or, as some argue, the state and the legal sys-
tem generate predictability, which, in turn, promotes broader networks
of trust (O’Donnell 1999b: 317).

The Production and Uses of Social Capital. How is social capital cre-
ated? If one considers trust to be the essential component of social cap-
ital, then the question is how to produce trust. This has been a matter of
intense debate. For Putnam (1993; 1995a), civic engagement leads to in-
terpersonal trust. If we want to create social capital, we should get peo-
ple to participate. For Eric Uslaner (1997), the causal relationship runs
the other way around: “Trust in others has powerful effects on mem-
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bership in voluntary associations, but membership in voluntary associ-
ations does not shape trust” (p. 3). Uslaner (1999) has argued that the
causal chain begins—and ends—in optimism: “Optimism leads to gen-
eralized trust, which promotes civic activism, which creates a prosper-
ous community, leading to increasing optimism” (p. 138).14 He pro-
poses the idea that if people work on common projects, namely,
“superordinate tasks,” social capital will emerge as a by-product (pp.
145–46).

Recent studies have argued that the real question is not the relation-
ship between civic engagement and social capital but the ways in which
contextual conditions affect this link. Those who challenge social capi-
tal theory’s disregard for context argue that the production and uses of
social capital vary across social cleavages (Uvin 1999: 50; Foley and Ed-
wards 1999: 146).15 “Winners” trust widely and “losers” do not because
the structural and cultural conditions that sustain the lives of the for-
mer offer them positive life chances, while the latter suffer not only
from a lack of socioeconomic resources but also from social exclusion,
discrimination, and prejudice (what Peter Uvin calls “assaults on peo-
ple’s dignity”) (Newton 1999: 80–85; Uvin 1999: 50). The idea is that
variations in social capital are “the result of a social, economic or polit-
ical system that works well for some, if not others” (Foley and Edwards
1999: 162). The qualitative and quantitative findings in my study sup-
port this claim.

Challenging neo-Tocquevillean claims, these authors argue that the
use value of social capital is not necessarily tied to prodemocratic ob-
jectives (Foley and Edwards 1999: 168). Groups may employ social cap-
ital for intolerant and aggressive purposes as they confront other, com-
peting social networks (Clemens 2001: 251).16 Whether social capital is
employed for good or ill depends on the particular contexts within
which social capital is produced. Thus the question is not just how
broadly people trust, but under what conditions they trust and what
they do with that trust (Foley and Edwards 1999: 161).17

Social capital is dependent on institutional and socioeconomic fac-
tors. Economic inequality, selective enforcement of the law on the part
of the state, and social patterns of domination and subordination are
some of the factors that affect the capacity of groups to produce social
capital. The potential of groups to create and mobilize social capital de-
pends not only on the capacity of individual actors to access resources
in a given social network, but more important, on the location of a net-
work within the broader socioeconomic and political context (Foley
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and Edwards 1999: 165–68; Tarrow 1994: 10, 13–18; see also Eastis
1998). Individuals and groups “appropriate” various types of resources
and transform them into social capital (Foley and Edwards 1999: 155,
166). Given that civil society is a terrain of social contestation, privi-
leged groups may use their social capital to preserve and even increase
their position of power in society (Cohen 1999: 57). As we shall see,
some organized actors may employ their stock of social capital to op-
pose the expansion of rights to other groups (see the case of U.S. segre-
gation in Chapter 2).

The “Third Sector”

Four decades ago, Gabriel Almond and Sidney Verba (1963) argued that
voluntary associations play a critical role in democracy because they
are “the prime means by which the function of mediating between the
individual and the state is performed” (p. 300). Voluntary associations
are expected to connect citizens to the political sphere while serving as
a vehicle to prevent “the retreat of individuals into their private lives”
(Wuthnow 1991b: 304).18

By engaging citizens in the public sphere, voluntary associations are
expected, on one hand, to avert the emergence of arbitrary rule, and on
the other hand, to prevent only a small sector of society from defining
the public agenda, excluding others from effective participation (Wuth-
now 1991b: 304–5). This approach, also advanced by Putnam’s work on
the importance of civic engagement for democracy, follows the path of
earlier theorists who sought to explain the rise of totalitarianism in Eu-
rope by updating some of the ideas of Alexis de Tocqueville on the role
of associational life in the nineteenth-century United States. These the-
orists, who also drew on the work of Marx and Durkheim (focusing on
the questions of “alienation” and “anomie”), argued that intermediary
associations worked as a stabilizing and protective device against mass
society and the emergence of totalitarian movements (Hagtvet 1980:
68–71). William Kornhauser (1959), for instance, argued that a variety
of independent associational forms is a precondition of democracy, be-
cause these independent groups prevent social atomization and guar-
antee adequate autonomy for citizens. Associations, he argued, protect
citizens from the rulers’ arbitrary power and provide a foundation for
pluralism (p. 32; see also Berman 1997a: 404).19

What is the place of associational activity in the framework of the
“third sector”? This conceptual perspective posits a “three-sector”
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model, which consists of the state, the market, and the “third” sector of
voluntary, nonprofit associations (Wuthnow 1991a: 5–7). Often, the
third sector (also known as the “nonprofit” sector) is defined as a resid-
ual category, that is, as the realm characterized by “those activities in
which neither formal coercion nor the profit-oriented exchange of
goods and services is the dominant principle” (p. 7). This model of so-
ciety is based on the assumption that each sector operates according to
a principle that distinguishes its activities, namely, coercion in the state,
profitability in the market, and voluntarism in the third sector. Accord-
ing to this scheme, the third sector pursues “activities that are indeed
voluntary in the dual sense of being free of coercion and being free of
the economic constraints of profitability and the distribution of profits”
(pp. 7–8). The voluntary sector is often described as “the antithesis of
impersonality, bureaucracy, materialism, [and] utilitarianism”—ideas
often associated with governmental action and crude market practices
(Wuthnow 1991b: 302). Nonprofit associations are viewed as synony-
mous with notions of community, responsibility, civility, values, and
morality.20

The Makeup of the Third Sector. The third sector consists of voluntary
associations such as civic groups (e.g., sports clubs, singing societies),
service providers (e.g., hospitals, universities), and nongovernmental
organizations (NGOs) (e.g., grassroots development organizations, ad-
vocacy groups). These are defined as “organizations that are private in
form but public in purpose” (Salamon and Anheier 1996: 2). According
to Lester Salamon and Helmut Anheier (1997), the associations that
make up the third sector should meet, in at least rough terms, the fol-
lowing set of standards: These entities should be (1) “Organized, i.e., in-
stitutionalized to some extent,” (2) “Private, i.e., institutionally separate
from government,” (3) “Non-profit-distributing, i.e., not returning any
profits generated to their owners or directors,” (4) “Self-governing, i.e.,
equipped to control their own activities,” and (5) “Voluntary, i.e., in-
volving some meaningful degree of voluntary participation, either in
the actual conduct of the agency’s activities or in the management of its
affairs” (pp. 33–34). These standards have been used to map the third
sector in various countries.21

Following the idea that formal associations are the cornerstone of
civic participation, early 1990s studies talked about an “organizational
explosion” in regions such as Latin America. They often meant consid-
erable growth in the number of NGOs (see, e.g., Fisher 1992; 1993;
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Thompson 1992). Analysts have tried to measure the growth of the
NGO sector—particularly since the onset of democracy in the 1980s—
by examining the expansion in the number of foundations, coopera-
tives, single-issue organizations, private research centers, and non-
governmental development organizations (see Thompson 1995a; 1995b;
González Bombal 1995; Landim 1997). Data on the number of organiza-
tions come from such sources as government registries, NGO directo-
ries, and surveys.22

Indeed, one common feature of studies focused on surveying volun-
tary groups is that they place a great deal of attention on the number of
organizations. The emphasis on the quantity of voluntary associations
often assumes that the impact of civil society on democracy can be eval-
uated by counting the existing number of organizations in a given
country. The enthusiasm propelled by the rise of voluntary associations
in the 1990s prompted many scholars and think tanks to equate a large
number of formal associations with a healthy and vital civil society. In
general, they claim that the growth in the number of voluntary groups
has a positive impact on democracy in different social and political set-
tings because, among other effects, large numbers of organizations con-
tribute to the dispersal of power away from government and toward
citizens, thus improving government responsiveness to citizen de-
mands (Fisher 1993: 17; 1992: 71; Thompson 1992: 389; Marks 1993;
1996). But this is not what happens when, for instance, we consider the
effectiveness of smaller numbers of groups on issues of high political
saliency, especially during critical historical phases. Even on less im-
portant decisions, as already noted, few intense activists can push their
extreme or narrow agenda to the forefront, imposing undue costs, both
monetary and emotional, on the community—as Fiorina (1999) demon-
strated in his ethnographic study of Concord, Massachusetts (pp. 395–
403).

When operationalizing civil society, the third-sector perspective does
not focus on the psychological and cultural aspects of individual par-
ticipants but on the features of voluntary associations. As Table 1.1
shows, studies of the third sector have examined the number of volun-
tary associations, their goals, the makeup of their membership, their in-
ternal organizational structures and external links (vertical relations
with the state and donors, as well as horizontal links among voluntary
associations), and their patterns of distribution in civil society (see Es-
man and Uphoff 1984; Rutherford 1993; Hadenius and Uggla 1996;
Salamon and Anheier 1996; Stolle and Rochon 1998). Some studies have
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emphasized one or more of these features—such as the internal deci-
sion-making structure of associations and their relationship with the
state; others try to incorporate all these aspects into a universalistic
model that can help explain what kinds of organizations play a prode-
mocratic role in society (Chalmers 1997: 2). For example, some studies
have focused on the action of groups in order to establish whether they
operate according to the rules of the democratic game, as an indication
of their contribution to institutionalizing democratic practices in state
and society (Rutherford 1993). Others have argued that heterogeneity
in the makeup of an organization is a condition that helps lead to gen-
eralized trust (Hadenius and Uggla 1996: 1625; Chazan 1992: 291).23

Associations are expected to serve a number of democratic functions.
Some studies have emphasized the role of watchdog over state institu-
tions and its agents, the transmission of citizen demands, and the pro-
vision of services to citizens. Some argue that civil society associa-
tions—particularly NGOs—may play a fundamental role in advancing
the accountability of public officials and transparency of government
acts. The mechanisms through which they play this role include advo-
cacy (in such areas as individual rights), the monitoring of state behav-
ior, and the public exposure of wrongdoing by politicians and bureau-
crats (Smulovitz and Peruzzotti 2000: 149).24 In this respect, associations
are seen as an important check on authoritarian/arbitrary governance
(in addition to traditional electoral and constitutional mechanisms) be-
cause of their potential role in controlling abuses of state power, partic-
ularly in contexts characterized by corrupt and weak institutions oper-
ating in an environment of systemic crisis (Chazan 1992: 281–82, 287;
Hershberg 2000: 294–96, 304; Mainwaring 1995: 151). This approach
stresses associations’ “call for accountability,” but does not explain the
specific means by which this pressure can result in actual accountabil-
ity in the administrative and political realms of the state (Avritzer
2002a: 133).

Some authors emphasize the role of voluntary associations as effec-
tive means of channeling citizens’ demands, with the capacity to influ-
ence legislation, budgeting, and policy-making. This perspective gives
attention to the mechanism of interest articulation. A key idea is that
voluntary organizations (especially nonpolitical groups) are important
for democratization because of their potential to represent diverse con-
stituencies more effectively than political parties. Accordingly, this ap-
proach argues that one of civil society’s central functions is to help
marginalized groups incorporate their voice into public debates and
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shape the public agenda through institutional channels (Diamond 1999:
244). Often there is no clear account of how this happens when, for ex-
ample, the state employs repression and hostility to respond to popular
demands or simply ignores those demands.

Another function assigned to associations is the provision of services
the state is considered ineffective in delivering. The premise is that vol-
untary, nonprofit associations have the knowledge, direct connections
to society, flexibility, horizontal structures of decision-making, and ex-
pertise that the state lacks (Hadenius and Uggla 1996: 1624). Associa-
tions’ capacity for transparent and accountable administration is
viewed as a mechanism that promotes democratic practices in society.
According to this perspective, nonprofit organizations hold the prom-
ise to “provide alternative modes of governance” while relieving the
state of its welfare burden (Warren 2001: 83). The role of associations as
service providers (in collaboration with or as an alternative to the state)
include health (hospitals, clinics), social services (child care, drug treat-
ment, domestic violence), culture and recreation (sports clubs, orches-
tras, art galleries), and education and research (elementary and second-
ary schools, universities) (Salamon and Anheier 1996: 46–49).

In many new democracies, the emphasis on nonprofits as service
providers coincided with the implementation of neoliberal programs of
economic reform, which greatly reduced the welfarist role of the state.
One of the key questions raised by the increased reliance on voluntary
associations for the provision of public services is whether this trend
can erode the “positive” traits of associations, mainly their flexibility,
horizontal decision-making capacities, and volunteerism (see the refer-
ence to Norway in Chapter 6).

The Public Sphere

The sphere of social movements, different types of public forums (in
which people debate about collective problems), the media, publishing,
informal social networks, and manifold instances of socialization is an-
other crucial arena of civil society, which is generally overlooked in
studies focused solely on membership in formal associations (Ryan
2001: 237; Cohen 1999: 58; Young 1999: 150–53).25 The public sphere, as
Margaret Somers (1993) argues, is the public space where individuals
“engage in negotiations and contestations over political and social life”
(p. 589). The notion of the public sphere also alludes to the multiple
structures connecting “the myriad mini-publics that emerge within and
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across associations, movements, religious organizations, clubs, local or-
ganizations of concerned citizens, and simple socializing” (Cohen 1999:
58). This sphere, it is argued, has the potential to create spaces for de-
bate over power, claims to authority and policy-making, and norms
and practices in society (Ryan 2001: 242; Warren 2001: 162–81; Cohen
1999: 58–59; Young 1999: 157).

A key function assigned to civil society as public sphere is the exer-
cise of control and influence over legislatures, courts, and the arenas of
policy-making. The mechanisms associated with the public sphere in-
clude social protest and grassroots mobilization, identity-building, and
the production and circulation of information and critical discourse
(Fraser 1993; Cohen and Arato 1992: 558, 560–63; Warren 2001: 77–82).
The role of civil society in the creation and dissemination of “counter-
discourses” has been seen as fundamental to expose arbitrary power,
express dissent and innovative social practices, and advance new ideas
for public deliberation (Young 1999: 151–53).

One of the main tasks of studies on civil society, some argue, is to ex-
amine the processes of communication in civil society and how debates
in the public sphere enter the sphere of the state (Cohen 1999: 71). For
instance, as some studies have shown, the connection between civil so-
ciety and parliaments played a fundamental role in the development of
prodemocratic civil societies in nineteenth-century Europe (Bermeo
2000: 244–46). Associational life may contribute to “public opinion and
public judgement,” as Mark Warren (2001) said, “especially by provid-
ing the social infrastructure of public spheres that develop agendas, test
ideas, embody deliberations, and provide voice” (p. 61). This function,
which he refers to as “public sphere effects,” has the potential to “gener-
ate the ‘force’ of persuasion, as distinct from the forces of coercion and
money” (pp. 34, 61, 77–82).

As explained, the public sphere is a fundamental locus for delibera-
tion over political and social issues. However, it is important to qualify
the idea of the public sphere as an arena of discursive debate among
peers (Habermas 1989: 36). Indeed, given the unequal distribution of so-
cial resources in all societies, the public sphere cannot stand as an arena
where people produce a consensus about an all-encompassing “com-
mon good” (Fraser 1993: 4; Cohen 1999: 58). Societal actors in the pub-
lic sphere cannot “deliberate as if they were social peers” because the
“discursive arenas” in which they interact are placed “in a larger socie-
tal context that is pervaded by structural relations of dominance and
subordination” (Fraser 1993: 12).
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Understanding the implications of this idea requires attention to two
issues. First, we cannot ignore the role of inequality, social exclusion,
and attacks on people’s dignity (discrimination, racism, and so on) in
the analysis of the processes of interaction in civil society (Uvin 1999:
50–54. See the section “Civil Society and Context,” below). The struc-
tural position of individual and collective actors in society is a funda-
mental element of relations within civil society. Second, any analysis of
the public sphere should examine how organized actors in society es-
tablish alliances with sectors of the state in order to ensure that their in-
terests “emerge on top and that the requirements rooted in these special
interests get taken as society’s requirements” (Ollman 1992: 1015). In-
deed, certain groups may exert a dominant influence within civil soci-
ety (and the public sphere in particular), which they may utilize to le-
gitimize a monopoly of authority in the broader society (Lomax 1997:
61; Sparrow 1992: 1013).

Another approach, resource mobilization theory, focuses on social
movements and argues that the success of these movements is depend-
ent upon their access to resources (e.g., financial support, prior organi-
zation, leadership skills, and links to centers of power); this theory does
not support any major emphasis on beliefs, values, and ideas to explain
social movement activity (McCarthy and Zald 1977; Jenkins 1983). The
contribution of resource mobilization theory to explaining the connec-
tion between structural factors and organization is important for the
analysis of association. However, an exclusive emphasis on material
conditions neglects “the way a given structural situation is defined and
experienced and the meanings that will be attached to actions” as well
as the various expressions of stratification in society other than eco-
nomic inequality (Oliver, Cadena-Roa, and Strawn 2003: 226, quotation
on 227). Without attention to these elements, especially societal beliefs
and practices, the analysis proposed by resource mobilization theory
conveys the sense of a socially neutral multiplier effect of organiza-
tional activity.

Widening the Public Sphere. The role of the public sphere in democ-
racy raises the following question: How can the public sphere be made
more inclusive? Nancy Fraser (1993) has argued that the broadening of
the public sphere is linked to the opportunities available for underpriv-
ileged groups to constitute what she calls “subaltern counterpublics”—
by which she means “parallel discursive arenas where members of sub-
ordinated social groups invent and circulate counterdiscourses, so as to
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formulate oppositional interpretations of their identities, interests, and
needs” (pp. 14–15). These groups may expand the arenas for delibera-
tion if they contribute to creating a “plurality of competing publics,”
which have the potential to promote the interests and agendas of the
underprivileged by presenting new issues as “a matter of common con-
cern” (pp. 14, 20).26 These issues may include the cultural rights of in-
digenous groups, access to retributive justice, and demands for distrib-
utional economic policies.

The result of this widening is not always a democratic one because
some subaltern counterpublics are antiegalitarian, extremist, or favor
the exclusion and marginalization of others (see Richard and Booth
2000; Pásara et al. 1991). Civil publics may generate public opinion with
the power to destabilize democracy. In Weimar Germany, for example,
an “antisystem” discourse attained widespread public appeal, became
an attribute of the public sphere (regardless of political orientations),
and produced a decisive antagonism toward the republic across society
(Lieberman 1998: 369–75). The Nazis eventually succeeded in control-
ling the meaning of this discourse and used it to their political advan-
tage.

Sometimes the multiplication of counterpublics may result in a dem-
ocratic broadening of discursive formulations, but this process needs
certain institutional channels to actually influence policy decisions
(Fraser 1993: 15). In fact, the broadening of debate may contribute to the
remaking of public agendas if certain contextual conditions, such as
broad access to legislatures empowered to make authoritative deci-
sions, are present (Bermeo 2000: 244). The emergence of new publics is
important for one of the central functions ascribed to the public sphere:
the capacity to “penetrate” the state through parliament, which medi-
ates between civil society and the state (Cohen and Arato 1992: 162–63;
Habermas 1995: 110; Avritzer 2002a: 49–50, 105).27

The production of discourses—and the transformation of these dis-
courses into action oriented to influence political decisions—often trig-
gers responses from adversary segments of society, who consider that
the expansion of the rights of subordinated social groups may infringe
upon their own rights. This reaction could be dealt with as public de-
liberation, or it could escalate into aggressive and sometimes violent ac-
tion against those groups seeking access to the rights of citizenship (po-
litical, civil, and social rights). Indeed, the negotiation of “the terms of
citizenship” in civil society constitutes an important aspect of under-
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standing democratization processes (Hagopian 2000: 904; quotation
from Brysk 2000a: 285).

Under certain conditions, associational activity may figure promi-
nently in obstructing the expansion of rights to excluded sectors and in
supporting the coercive power of the state to discipline those who chal-
lenge the existing distribution of rights. Struggles for rights, then, are
not just “struggles against the state” but also conflicts between compet-
ing forces within civil society (Foweraker and Landman 1997: 17; Al-
varez, Dagnino, and Escobar 1998: 12, 18). As I will show, these strug-
gles may lead to heightened conflict in society, delegitimization of
democratic institutions, and increased tolerance for authoritarian prac-
tices, as they did in Weimar Germany, the United States, and Argentina.

Civil Society and Context

If we argue that civil society is context-dependent, then it is necessary
to establish a conceptual framework to explain how contextual factors
shape civic engagement. To do so, I refer to the role of the state, the
question of individual rights, and the effectiveness of the rule of law as
an institutional and cultural construct. The underlying rationale of my
analysis is that the conditions that shape civic engagement are to be
found in both the institutional and social spheres, and that broader po-
litical and economic factors are as important as the specific conditions
(micro-contexts) under which social actors interact.

Recent studies have argued that we need to look at the state to un-
derstand why civil society is linked to both democratic and undemoc-
ratic outcomes. For example, drawing on the work of Samuel Hunting-
ton (1968) on political instability in developing countries, Sheri Berman
has focused on political institutionalization as a fundamental variable
in the analysis of civil society activity. In two cogent articles she has ar-
gued that the difference between democratic and undemocratic civil
societies is a function of a nation’s level of political institutionalization
(see Berman 1997a; 1997b). Thus, in her view, the answer to the varia-
tion in civil society’s orientations is not to be found in civil society itself
but in the nature of political institutions. Civil society participation is
supported, according to Berman (1997a), by “strong political institu-
tions capable of overcoming the diverse and often competing interests
of individual citizens and focusing on the achievement of long-term
rather than short-term goals—of representing and implementing, in
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other words, the public rather than merely private interests” (p. 568).
She emphasizes the level of responsiveness and legitimacy of state in-
stitutions as a key explanatory variable in the analysis of civil society’s
democratic potential (Berman 1997b: 427). As she explains,

If a country’s political institutions are capable of channeling and redressing
grievances, then associationism will probably buttress political stability and
democracy by placing its resources and beneficial effects in the service of the
status quo. . . . If, on the other hand, political institutions are weak and/or the
existing political regime is perceived to be ineffectual and illegitimate, then civil
society activity may become an alternative to politics for dissatisfied citizens.
(Berman 1997b: 569–70)

The importance of a favorable institutional environment for a pro-
democratic civil society has received increasing attention in other stud-
ies too. In a study of civil society in postwar El Salvador, Michael Foley
(1996) has argued that the outcome of civic engagement is dependent
upon the response of the state to citizen demands and the nature of po-
litical society (the party system mainly) (pp. 89, 91). Also, attention has
been given to the degree of state coercive activity, as in regime repres-
sion in Central America, and the types of official controls over associa-
tional life, as in several African countries (Booth and Richard 1998;
Richard and Booth 2000; Chazan 1992).

Students of civil society in well-established democracies have also
stressed the role played by democratic institutions as a framework for
prodemocratic civic engagement. As Rosenblum (1998) has argued in
her study of associational life in the United States, the potential uses of
pluralism in civil society depend on a context of strong democratic in-
stitutions. She observes that voluntary associations and democratic out-
comes can be positively linked when institutions and the law protect in-
dividual rights (pp. 16, 154, 362). Bo Rothstein (1998b) has argued that
in Sweden social capital originates in institutions, particularly those re-
sponsible for law and order (pp. 48–49). In turn, historical research has
shown that the likelihood of creating prodemocratic civil societies in
nineteenth-century Europe was influenced by the availability of chan-
nels to influence the policy-making arena and the state’s decision to in-
corporate the demands and debates originating in the sphere of associ-
ations (Bermeo 2000; Bermeo and Nord 2000). Other historical analyses
have produced similar findings, showing, for example, that state be-
havior shaped the nature of civic engagement and the production of so-
cial capital in the nineteenth-century United States (Ryan 2001).
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Conceptually, the emphasis on institutions points to the importance
of restoring the role of the state in the creation of associational capacity.
Tarrow (1996), for instance, has questioned the “bottom-up” causal
model advanced by advocates of the civil society–democracy thesis,
arguing instead that the state plays a fundamental role in shaping civic
capacity (pp. 394–96). According to this approach, the character of the
state accounts, to a great extent, for the quality of civic participation.
For example, in order to assess the capacity of organized sectors of so-
ciety to influence the democratic decision-making process, we need to
ask if the state effectively sustains the legal capacity of citizens that al-
lows them to exercise their individual rights (Hagopian 2000: 904; see
Walzer 1992; Hadenius 2001).

Where the state is unresponsive, its institutions are undemocratic, or its democ-
racy is ill designed to recognize and respond to citizen demands, the character
of collective action will be decidedly different than under a strong and demo-
cratic system. Citizens will find their efforts to organize for civil ends frustrated
by state policy—at some times actively repressed, at others simply ignored. In-
creasingly aggressive forms of civil associations will spring up, and more and
more ordinary citizens will be driven into either active militancy against the
state or self-protective apathy. (Foley and Edwards 1996: 48)

I agree with the position that the state plays a fundamental role in
shaping civil society. However, I argue that we need a more refined ap-
proach that can account not only for the role of the state and the politi-
cal sphere but also for the impact of societal features on civic engage-
ment. As noted in the Introduction, the approach that I take here
emphasizes the “disjunctive” nature of contemporary democracies,
both old and new, which is expressed in the irregular distribution of
rights across social, economic, and cultural lines (Holston and Caldeira
1998; Chalmers, Martin, and Piester 1997: 576). These disjunctures are
not the same in all democracies (Caldeira and Holston 1999: 727). In-
deed, rights—which are “those licenses and empowerments that citi-
zens must have in order to preserve their freedom and to protect them-
selves against abuse”—vary according to a number of factors (Shklar
1989: 37). These factors include the extent to which agents in the state
hierarchy exercise their power illegally or arbitrarily, the tendency of
state institutions to use repression and confrontation, the degree of im-
punity in state-society interaction, and the level of violence and dis-
criminatory practices exercised by social actors (Holston and Caldeira
1998; Pinheiro 1999; O’Donnell 1999a).
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This approach emphasizes two ideas. First, formal membership in
the nation-state does not automatically confer the bundle of rights (po-
litical, civil, and social rights) to all citizens; usually the poor, minori-
ties, and other underprivileged sectors enjoy only a few of these rights
(Holston and Appadurai 1999: 4).28 Second, the constitution of individ-
uals as legal subjects needs to be complemented by conditions that
guarantee that these individuals will be able to exercise their legal
rights and thus be responsible for their decisions (O’Donnell 1999c: 18–
19; del Cid Avalos 2001: 4).

This analytical perspective brings us to the question of the rule of
law. Indeed, there is a direct relationship between the distribution of
rights in a given society and the effectiveness of the rule of law (Fower-
aker and Landman 1997: 21). Therefore, if we want to understand the
full range of factors that shape the nature and dispositions of civil soci-
ety, we need to pay attention to the multiple ways in which the state in-
fluences society, and the micro-contexts in which social interactions
characterized by cooperation, discrimination, subordination, or other
forms of interaction are defined (O’Donnell 1999a: 59, 90; von Metten-
heim and Malloy 1998a: 6). Table 1.2 provides a summary of the levels
and dimensions that, in my view, need to be incorporated into the
analysis. They are discussed in the next section.

Before moving along in the analysis, let me note that the emphasis I
place here on domestic factors does not mean that we should neglect
the role of international forces. Indeed, the international impact on na-
tional contexts in general and civil society in particular is important for
understanding differences in civic engagement across nations. As I ex-
plain later, we need to account for the impact of international and
global forces on the domestic political and economic conditions that
shape civic engagement. In addition, we need to acknowledge that
changes in international support for and attention to civil society or-
ganizations in newly established democracies have a large impact on
these groups, particularly in their relationship with the state.

The Rule of Law

The rule of law is a necessary but not sufficient condition for democ-
racy. My approach to the rule of law is broad and encompasses both in-
stitutional and societal perspectives. From a traditional perspective, the
centerpiece of the modern rule of law is “the idea that governmental ac-
tion must be rendered calculable and restrained” (Scheuerman 1994:
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68–69). “In a democratic legal system,” O’Donnell (1999c) has argued,
“all powers are subject to the legal authority of other powers—this le-
gal system ‘closes,’ in the sense that nobody is above or beyond its
rules” (p. 25). The idea of predictable and restrained governmental ac-
tion entails two conditions: first, “a division between executive and leg-
islative power as well as an independent judiciary” and, second, “the
deceptively simple demand for cogent, general (or formal) law”
(Scheuerman 1994: 70; see also Bobbio 1987: 143–46).29 The latter condi-
tion stresses the idea that “the law defines the basic structure within
which the pursuit of all other activities takes place” (Rawls 1971: 236). I
argue that it is fundamental not only to consider the rule of law at the
level of the institutional separation of power, but also to explore how
the law textures the interaction between state and society and relations
among citizens. In a democracy, as already argued, civil society requires
the support of the rule of law (Linz and Stepan 1996: 14–15). As we
shall see, this support should go beyond the provision of basic legal
guarantees for organizing (e.g., freedom of association)—for example,
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table 1.2

The Context of Interactions in Civil Society: Levels of Analysis

Dimensions of Interaction

State and legal system • Responsiveness and legitimacy
• Moral standards
• Constitutionalism
• Accountability and transparency
• Positive predictability

State–society • Formal rules
• Procedures and policies
• Obedience and voluntary compliance
• Public access and evaluation

Citizen–citizen • Socioeconomic stratification
• Culture of legality
• Strategies of social navigation
• Social violence and exclusion
• Domination and subordination



there should be clearly defined limits on state power and effective pro-
tection of individual rights.

As said, the rule of law involves the legal/institutional sphere of the
state and the sphere of social life as well (Örkény and Scheppele 1999:
74). This particular lens allows us to capture, first, a broad range of in-
stitutional features that play a vital role in shaping civic engagement
and, second, the systems of meanings that guide the action of citizens
and their attitudes toward the law (which are as significant as formal
institutions for the overall effectiveness of the rule of law) (O’Donnell
1999a: 59, 90, 138–42; von Mettenheim and Malloy 1998a: 6; Caldeira
and Holston 1999: 719). This means that it is important to understand
how questions of justice, equality before the law, and rights, among
others, are dealt within the social sphere (Caldeira 1996).

If we focus on the rule of law as a “variable achievement” that can be
traced at different levels of aggregation and in different types of inter-
actions, we will observe how the incompleteness of the rule of law af-
fects democratic practices in the institutional realm, in relations be-
tween citizens and the state, and in interactions within society
(O’Donnell 1999a: 55; Örkény and Scheppele 1999: 57, 73). Cooperation
in society cannot be built when state mechanisms to monitor, regulate,
and ensure the effectiveness of the law are inoperative or seriously bi-
ased toward certain social groups and when formal rules and the cul-
ture of legality in society are weak. Therefore, by helping to sustain the
rule of law, both state institutions and society provide the conditions
under which “behaviors and expectations of rule adhesion and reci-
procity” can emerge among state and private actors (Edwards and Fo-
ley 2001: 228).30 These conditions are critical for understanding the un-
certain link between civic engagement and democratization.

Although I differentiate among levels of analysis in the discussion
that follows, these levels are interrelated, and the state and society are
not completely separate entities. The boundaries between state and so-
ciety are elusive and fluid (Mitchell 1991: 89–91, 93; Nugent 1999). I ad-
dress this issue later, in the empirical analysis, showing its implications
for the study of civil society.

State Institutions and the Legal System. As noted, the state plays an
important role in shaping the activities of civil society (Tarrow 1996:
394–96). Responsive and legitimate political institutions protect indi-
vidual rights and create a favorable environment for the development
of a prodemocratic civil society. In addition to emphasizing political in-
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stitutionalization, particularly the capacity of institutions to incorporate
and process the diverse and usually opposing interests of citizens, the
perspective of the rule of law points to other factors that are important
for determining the nature of the institutional and legal realm (see
Table 1.2). For the purposes of this discussion, the state can contribute
to positive conditions for civic engagement in three central respects.

First, institutions should set norms of legality in the political and so-
cial arenas. Institutional decision-making can influence “not only what
future actors will regard as rational action” (i.e., from the perspective of
their self-interest), but “what they will regard as morally correct action as
well” (Rothstein 1998a: 139). This is illustrated a contrario in Latin Amer-
ica, where political institutions in most of the region have failed to es-
tablish moral standards mainly because of the predominance of gov-
ernment corruption and “delegative” styles of rule (i.e., executive
“insulation” from the constitution, the legislature, and the judiciary)
(O’Donnell 1999a: chap. 8). Also, governments in the region have fre-
quently responded with constitutional reforms to citizens’ demands fo-
cused on the rights of minorities or underprivileged groups (e.g., in-
digenous peoples), but often these rights have hardly permeated the
administrative structure of the state (Yashar 1999: 90; Ospina 1999: 9–
10; Dandler 1999: 133–35).31

Respect for the law depends not only on enforcement but also on
voluntary compliance. Accordingly, the disposition of state officials to-
ward citizens is a fundamental variable in the creation of voluntary ac-
ceptance of rules (Tyler 1998: 290; Peel 1998: 316).32 The law cannot be
considered “a sort of abstract, formal framework, superimposed above
social practice,” but, to be effectively implemented, it must be incorpo-
rated into the fabric of society (Mitchell 1991: 94; Krygier 1997: 56). The
effectiveness of the law can only be built, as Jean Cohen (1999) has ar-
gued, upon the “law as sanction and law as institutionalized cultural
values, norms, rules, and rights” (p. 66). In brief, top-down norms cre-
ate opportunities for the development of a culture of legality in society
(see below for an analysis of bottom-up patterns).33

Second, institutions should guarantee the principles of constitution-
alism, accountability, and transparency. According to the first principle,
no state institution should be above the law of the constitution, which
enumerates the powers of the different institutions of government and
regulates disputes between institutions (Lane 1996: 19; Örkény and
Scheppele 1999: 58).34 Accountability results from the interconnected ac-
tion of state agencies—networks of organizations at all levels of the
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state apparatus—that sustain formal rules. This is akin to what O’Don-
nell calls horizontal accountability. An effective system of horizontal ac-
countability, he argues, is based on “state agencies that are authorized
and willing to oversee, control, redress, and if need be sanction unlaw-
ful actions by other state agencies” (O’Donnell 1998: 119). In turn, the
principle of transparency entails that the acts of government have to be
open to public evaluation (Bobbio 1987: 33–34, 79–93). It is thus ex-
pected that democratic systems will have in place adequate mecha-
nisms of scrutiny of government acts. These mechanisms should be
open to state agencies and the public in general (Schedler 1999: 16).

When horizontal accountability and transparency are effective, insti-
tutions are likely to set norms that define acceptable behaviors by
agents of the state and private actors. In turn, they help sustain the
principle of sanction by implementing proportionate punishment when
state officials fail to abide by formal rules. The principle of accountabil-
ity is not satisfied if, for instance, a human rights commissioner advises
that a police officer, who killed an innocent citizen, be detained. There
is no accountability without “some punishment for demonstrated
abuses of authority” (Schedler 1999: 14–17).35

Ineffectual constitutionalism, weak horizontal accountability, and in-
sufficient transparency of governmental acts create hostile conditions
for the development of civic capacity and seriously limit the potential
of civil society to influence the democratic decision-making process. In
this context, individuals are likely to find their civic efforts hindered by
state structures and policy. Unresponsive, polarizing, or repressive
states foster hostility in civil society and often drive average citizens to
reject the political regime or to disengage in self-defense (Foley and Ed-
wards 1996: 48; Berman 1997b: 569–70).

Third, the legal system—which is defined by the nature of the law
and its implementation—should establish a framework in which social
interactions can attain a basic level of predictability—that is, a mini-
mum level of stability or “manageable change” (O’Donnell 1999b: 317,
quoting Finnis 1980: 268). Only when and if the law conforms to certain
standards, can the rule of law be effective and thus uphold individual
rights (O’Donnell 1999b: 316–17). The law should guide people’s ac-
tions by providing them with security against the actions of others, by
eliminating “the grounds for thinking that others are not complying
with the rules,” and by setting the boundaries within which people are
expected to act (Raz 1979: 218; Krygier 1997: 47; quotation from Rawls
1971: 240). The ability to estimate possible sanctions for our and others’
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actions facilitates cooperative interpersonal relations and improves the
interaction between citizens and the state. This “positive” predictability
helps create social (horizontal) and institutional (vertical) trust (Roth-
stein 1998b: 48–49; Brehm and Rahn 1997: 1018). In contrast, when cer-
tain social attributes such as class or race are strongly associated with
discrimination in the exercise of power by state and private actors or
when the state cannot be held accountable for offenses committed by its
agents, positive predictability tends to vanish, eroding horizontal and
vertical trust and contributing to fragmentation in civil society.36

Whereas the law defines individuals as citizens in terms of their le-
gal capacity—and, by doing so, makes them equals—the law by itself
“does not necessarily guarantee that those who possess the status of cit-
izen will be able to exercise their legal rights or legal capacities” (quo-
tation from del Cid Avalos 2001: 4; Stavenhagen 1996: 151; Janoski 1998:
9). Among the core features required for effective implementation of the
law are unrestricted access to the courts, an independent judicial sys-
tem, and legal processes that are open, fair, and impartial (Raz 1979:
216–19). However, the question of implementation does not pertain
only to courts because, in addition, “the whole state apparatus and its
agents are supposed to submit to the rule of law” (O’Donnell 1999b:
318). As the problem of police abuse in Argentina will illustrate, the or-
ganization and deployment of violence by the state must be subject to
the law (which includes effective supervision by other state agencies
and public organizations) (Dahl 1989: 244–45; Pinheiro 1996: 18; Linz
and Stepan 1996: 10; Becker 1997: 11).

One should note that the different categories of the law (e.g., crimi-
nal, civil, commercial) relate to individual rights and shape their effec-
tiveness in a different manner. For Argentina I examine how changes in
criminal law affected individual rights—sometimes positively; other
times, negatively—as they established, for example, precise rules about
police detention procedures, gave new rights to victims and their rela-
tives in criminal proceedings, but arbitrarily introduced harsher pun-
ishments for crimes deemed politically sensitive at a critical juncture for
the government.

When considering the problem of implementation, it is important to
note that the state’s enforcement of the law is often marked by a high
degree of territorial and functional heterogeneity (Migdal 1994: 11–18;
O’Donnell 1999a: 137–38). As Atul Kohli (1994) has argued, “What the
national leaders do, or do not do, cannot be discovered without travel-
ing down the political and social hierarchies, where at the ‘periphery’
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the social and political forces provide the context that conditions the na-
ture of central rule” (p. 106). Accordingly, we should note that states do
not “pull in single directions” (Migdal 1994: 8). Occasionally, responses
by state agents at one level collide with policies, guidelines, or behav-
iors crafted at other levels of the state (pp. 9, 23–26). This means that
the state’s impact should be assessed not only at the “commanding
heights” (e.g., at the level of the executive), but also in the “trenches,”
where state agents have the “mandate to apply state rules and regula-
tions directly” (pp. 4, 16).

This approach calls for attention to the interaction between street-
level officials (such as policemen and low-ranking bureaucrats) and cit-
izens. A research strategy must distinguish among the state’s different
bureaucratic levels in order to examine its capacity to generate, sanc-
tion, and back a system of legality, and to investigate its interaction
with social actors (Migdal, Kohli, and Shue 1994: 3; O’Donnell 1999a:
136–37; Holston and Caldeira 1998: 289). For example, while a “delega-
tive” style of rule injects authoritarianism into the policy-making
process, its broader impact—including violations of civil rights (e.g., re-
strictions on press freedom), curtailment of social rights (e.g., drastic
erosion of labor entitlements), and infringement of policy agreements—
travels down state and social hierarchies in an uneven way, thus work-
ing “in a different fashion and to a different extent with regard to dif-
ferent actors” (quotation from Vilas 1997: 29; see also O’Donnell 1999a:
138; Vacs 1998).

State-Society Interaction. In democratic systems, citizens can learn
that they have rights and understand the appropriate ways to exercise
them (Jelin 1996: 101, 112, 114). But even if citizens learn their rights
and how to practice them, they need state institutions that guarantee
the legal conditions to exercise those rights as well as an institutional
framework they perceive to be legitimate enough to warrant playing by
the rules. “Educating people in their civic rights and responsibilities
will seem incongruous when governments simultaneously undermine
those same rights and responsibilities,” Mark Peel (1998) has argued;
“Insisting that government listens will seem ludicrous when experience
and common sense tell people that it rarely does. And urging more in-
formed participation when participation leads nowhere may well cre-
ate more apathy and more disillusionment” (p. 338).

This tells us that the legitimacy of the decision-making process,
which is built on people’s judgment about rules and authorities, is
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strengthened when rules are perceived as “procedurally fair” and au-
thorities are considered knowledgeable and trustworthy, thus “entitled
to be obeyed” (Levi 1996: 51; Tyler 1998: 272–73). Indeed, the decision
to obey the law is a rational gamble built upon what citizens “know
about institutions and their ability to orient action” (Cohen 1999: 82 n.
27, quoting Offe 1996: 23). Where political institutions fail to create
moral standards and formal rules are weak, civil society is likely to ex-
press and reinforce values and attitudes at odds with the law. More-
over, when democratic institutions and authorities are not perceived as
effective and legitimate, then involvement in civil society may turn into
an alternative to politics for disgruntled individuals—thus fostering
cynicism toward the political regime and even breeding antisystem
ideas (Berman 1997b: 569–70).

Learning the practices of citizenship is especially important in new
democracies, where long histories of authoritarian state-society rela-
tions have shaped the view of marginalized social groups with respect
to their own rights (Jelin 1996: 107). As Elizabeth Jelin notes with re-
spect to Latin America, in spite of the region’s intense experience with
popular mobilization and revolt, “In everyday life, subordinated social
sectors tend to consider their subordination as ‘normal,’ a naturalizing
view of social hierarchy predominates, and the relationship with the
state is expressed more often in terms of clientelism or paternalism than
in terms of citizenship, rights and obligations”(p. 107).37

Education and organizing may lead citizens to increasingly seek le-
gal reparations for abuses committed by government actors, but this
alone does not guarantee that they will develop a culture of legality.
Seeking justice through the courts often leads to direct contacts with
various segments of the state (e.g., court officials, government bureau-
cracies, police officers). When those state agents exercise discriminatory
power, act corruptly, or just ignore demands, citizens seeking redress
lose confidence in political institutions and the process of participation
itself. Indeed, distrust in institutions and mechanisms of participation
is a rational response to unresponsive and arbitrary treatment and gen-
erally corrupt governance (Peel 1998: 316; Pásara et al. 1991).

More broadly, when a large portion of the population accepts that
formal rules work to their disadvantage—for instance, because the
powerful act above the law—the courts, police, and other law enforce-
ment and criminal justice agencies lose much of their legitimacy. As
O’Donnell (1999b) has argued with regard to Latin America, there is a
widespread sense that “first, to voluntarily follow the law is something

Conceptual Issues 47



that only idiots do and, second, that to be subject to the law is not to be
the carrier of enforceable rights but rather a sure signal of social weak-
ness” (p. 312). Eventually, this pattern feeds a vicious circle in which
few demand their rights, few have confidence in the justice system, and
many opt to evade the law whenever possible (Jelin 1996: 107–9).

For many new democracies, law enforcement, particularly the inter-
action between the police and the citizenry, shows the serious limita-
tions of democratization at the local level. In Latin America, the abuse
of deadly force by the police became a conventional practice in most of
the region during the 1990s. Reports revealed, for example, that the po-
lice regularly used torture in at least thirteen countries in Latin Amer-
ica (Chevigny 1999: 52–53). Public opinion sometimes supported this
kind of practice if it promised to reduce crime (Caldeira 1996: 197–98,
202; Chevigny 1995: 195). Most police abuse is not random but is
largely directed at the poor, marginal, and vulnerable sectors of the
population (e.g., blacks, shantytown dwellers) (Brinks 2002; Mitchell
and Wood 1999; Fry 1999; Pinheiro 1996). Relative to the number of
abuses, few police officers have stood trial and received punishment.
Lack of transparency in the police’s disciplinary system, tampering
with forensic evidence, coercion of potential witnesses, and threats to
judges, lawyers, and journalists are among the practices that have sus-
tained a high degree of impunity (see Chevigny 1999; 1995: chaps. 5–6;
Waldmann 1996; Centro de Estudios Legales y Sociales [CELS], various
years).

Weak accountability of an abusive police force is also a problem in
well-established democracies, though smaller. Race is a factor in U.S.
police abuse: minorities (primarily blacks and Latinos) are proportion-
ally more affected by police mistreatment and violence than whites. Po-
lice forces in several of the largest U.S. cities (e.g., Los Angeles, New
York) have developed an interlocking network of mechanisms that
limit accountability by other state organizations and civil society
groups. These mechanisms include a “code of silence” among officers,
pressures on local prosecutors who need police assistance for civilian
criminal cases, the absence of effective oversight in police departments,
and a biased process for handling citizen complaints (Human Rights
Watch 1998).

Many other dimensions of the state-society relationship are pertinent
to this discussion. Some are examined in the case studies. Conceptually
speaking, it is important to note that state actors and agencies may ally
themselves with sectors of civil society to defend a model of democracy
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that entails restricted rights for some groups, as in the United States
during the 1950s and 1960s. In addition, we should pay attention to the
ways in which government agencies craft policies that benefit some
groups over others and the extent to which policies are distorted by so-
cial stigmas (Loury 2002: 73; Gotham 2000: 292–95). This is illustrated
by the disproportionately negative impact of certain laws and policies
on the African-American population in the United States, which rein-
force a structural system that confers important advantages on the ba-
sis of race (Nelson 1996: 358). The existence of a “racial stigma”—ac-
cording to which low-income African Americans are perceived as more
likely to break the law and as carriers of a “spoiled” social identity—re-
inforces a vicious circle of discrimination (Loury 2002: 61). This pattern
of state-society interaction (which is related to issues other than race in
different contexts) breeds socialization processes that help to perpetu-
ate prejudice and inequality by supporting assumptions about the in-
herent qualities of social groups (Rao and Walton 2002: 4).

The Level of Society. Because the law pertains to the institutional
sphere and is also related to social practices, it is part of the social fab-
ric (Mitchell 1991: 94; Krygier 1997: 56). From this perspective, laws are
“free-floating forms of empowerment and cultural resources,” whose
significance depends on social practices and relationships (Somers
1993: 611). This is a critical dimension often overlooked in the study of
the rule of law. I concentrate on several elements that influence the ef-
fective presence of the rule of law within society. After addressing the
key problem of inequality, I focus the analysis on personal relations, vi-
olence within society, and patronage, clientelism, racism, and other un-
derlying forms of social exclusion (see Table 1.2).

The uneven effectiveness of the rule of law across social divisions de-
mands that we pay attention to the question of inequality. Economic in-
equality, poverty, and systematic denial of equal access to public goods
and services restrict individuals’ operation as legal subjects and thus
the exercise of their rights (O’Donnell 1999a: 203–5; Vilas 1996: 468;
1997: 21–26).38 It is important to note that the role of economic inequal-
ity is blunted by the level of the poorest in a given society. Inequality
tends to have less political and social impact when the less equal sectors
feel economically secure. The perceptions of the middle class about in-
equality are similarly important. In Latin American countries, for in-
stance, the perception of being downwardly instead of upwardly mo-
bile has influenced the middle class’s views of democracy and its role in
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democratic politics. Sudden economic misfortune for the bulk of soci-
ety, as in the recent experience of Venezuela and Argentina, usually af-
fects state-society relations in wealthier countries more strongly than in
countries long accustomed to widespread poverty, such as Bolivia—
even if the average Venezuelan or Argentine still remains better off than
the average Bolivian.39

The problem of inequality is not only economic, though. Other “in-
stitutionalized” forms of inequality also insult the dignity of individu-
als (racism, sexism, and xenophobia, for example); such discriminatory
patterns are embedded not only in laws and institutions but also in so-
cial practices and structures (Uvin 1998: 103–39; 1999: 49–54, citing
ILO/UNDP 1996: 11; Brysk 2000a: 285). Social exclusion—expressed,
for instance, in limited access to justice—restricts the range of choices
available to individuals in their everyday interactions.40 Social degra-
dation (i.e., the systematic practice of violating people’s dignity) ruins
people’s self-respect and aspirations as well as their confidence in po-
litical institutions and the law. Along with economic inequality, these
patterns shape the social conditions under which associational activity
occurs. Their impact is simply too significant to be ignored. The more
intense these patterns, the greater the tendency among organized citi-
zens to be cynical about institutions and the legal system, to distrust
other citizens beyond their immediate circle, and to tolerate violent so-
lutions to societal problems and conflicts.

Let me now discuss the role of personal relations, violence, and un-
derlying forms of social exclusion in the analysis of the rule of law
within society. First, arbitrary and illegal state practices reinforce hier-
archical social interactions, where “the use of personal relations” be-
comes a vital device for social navigation (da Matta 1987: 320). The law
tends to be replaced by informal rules that are dependent upon patron-
age, clientelism, and kinship. This pattern feeds a form of “relational
citizenship” that determines strategies of social negotiation in everyday
life. As noted, these social strategies mirror and strengthen patterns of
unfairness embedded in state practices. As Roberto da Matta (1987) ar-
gued in his study of Brazil, “Who you know versus who I know, is the
fundamental fact in the . . . social calculus” (p. 322). It is not the nature
of the law that is challenged in this context, but its applicability to cer-
tain individuals (da Matta 1987: 320–21, 328; Jelin 1996: 108). In other
words, connections to actors or institutions of higher “prominence” in
society confer superior status on some individuals, dispensing a “priv-
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ileged treatment” that is usually manifested in the power to circumvent
the law (da Matta 1987: 313–16).

In this type of setting, “relational citizenship” dominates everyday
life and shapes society’s culture of legality. Constitutions, legal codes,
and other formal devices have only a limited ability to alter ingrained
strategies of negotiation in the social sphere (da Matta 1987: 328, 330;
Nino 1992: chaps. 1–3). When a person is in a disadvantaged position
because of her race, gender, class, age, or other personal or group at-
tributes, her relations with agents of the state and private actors are in-
herently discriminatory because they are not bound by legality.41 The
perverse outcomes of these interactions vary in their degree of severity.
This is illustrated, for example, by the use of violence against vulnera-
ble groups (e.g., women, indigenous populations, peasants, and the
poor) by private actors in positions of power (see below). While society
as a whole suffers when practices that reinforce illegal actions are ex-
tensive, the costs to underprivileged groups are disproportionately
high (Leeds 1996: 65).

Second, the phenomenon of violence in society represents a central
deficit of the rule of law. In Latin American democracies, violence is not
limited to police abuse. Rural workers, squatters, and indigenous
groups living in areas where land conflicts are widespread have suf-
fered unusual levels of extralegal violence in recent years. In the 1990s,
death squads—often funded by landowners and acting in complicity
with local politicians—were responsible for numerous massacres in
northern Brazil (de Almeida 1996: 2–9; Pinheiro 1996: 21). Reports
found brutal practices, including “shooting the back of the neck, shoot-
ing point-blank after the victim has been immobilized, shooting in the
back after the victim has been handcuffed, [and] violation of corpses”
(de Almeida 1996: 9).

Rural violence became a common phenomenon in other countries
too. In Mexico, particularly in the states of Guerrero, Chiapas, and Oax-
aca, illegal violence by state and private actors has been used to deal
with land and labor conflicts (Acosta 1999: 163). Assassinations of in-
digenous leaders and human rights activists escalated in Colombia in
the late 1990s as a result of conflicts over land tenure that involved in-
digenous peoples (the U’wa, for example), large landowners, and for-
eign oil companies (see Mondragón 2000). Other forms of violence such
as rape represent ingrained social practices, as in rural Argentina,
where the practice of raping preadolescent girls of indigenous descent
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is still found in the country’s northwestern provinces (see, e.g.,
Clarín.com 2003).

Where historical trends of ethnic, racial, and cultural hatred and sub-
ordination have permeated social interactions—as in Latin America
and Africa—social differences tend to be determined not only by eco-
nomic inequality but also by complex social considerations that range
from racial and aesthetic features to indications of one’s social identifi-
cation with people or institutions of power in society (Jelin 1996: 107; da
Matta 1991: 144; Mamdani 2001: 98–100). Particularly under conditions
of routine impunity, inequality and discrimination breed a “constant
and humiliating reduction in the physical, intellectual and social life
chances of people,” which diminishes moral resistance against the use
of violence and increases scapegoating, resentment, and hostile atti-
tudes in society (Uvin 1999: 53–54).42

Feelings of kinship within homogeneous networks can ease within-
group cooperation, but these feelings “may turn to hostility toward
other groups,” transforming associations into potential “vehicles for ha-
tred, discrimination, or even extermination vis-à-vis outsiders” (Hade-
nius and Uggla 1996: 1626). In Rwanda, associations that reinforced co-
hesion in homogeneous communities and fomented hatred against
other groups participated in the 1994 genocide (see Chapter 6). Increas-
ing tolerance for violence may be observed also in the rise of lynchings
of alleged criminals during the 1990s in Brazil, Mexico, and Venezuela,
sometimes in close-knit neighborhoods (Acosta 1999: 164; Pinheiro
1996: 22). Support for this practice can be widespread, as in Venezuela,
where a nationwide survey conducted in 1995 revealed that 57 percent
of the people approved of lynching (Ungar 1996: 41).43

Third, social interactions embedded in networks as well as norms,
values, and habits dominated by clientelism, racism, and various forms
of socioeconomic and cultural exclusion are prone to breeding forms of
association with undemocratic orientations (Ospina 1999: 8; Yashar
1999: 85–96). Civil society reproduces these patterns of interaction and
sometimes reinforces them. As the cases of Weimar Germany and the
United States will show, ethnic, religious, and racial divisions—which
interacted with cleavages of class, age, and gender—played an impor-
tant role in shaping civic engagement in those settings. Indeed, civil so-
ciety participants often face “competing loyalties”; that is, “the com-
mitments of one organization might strain activists’ ties to another,
disrupting the broader network of affiliation” (Clemens 2001: 271).
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Loyalties are often based on existing cleavages within society and
changes triggered by broader political and economic developments.

While there are examples of empowerment of vulnerable groups
through participation in civil society, often such outcomes result from
the creation of institutional mechanisms that address structural imped-
iments for the effective participation and broader influence of under-
privileged groups. In the absence of these mechanisms, systems of in-
terest intermediation such as clientelism, which are characterized by
methods of distribution of public goods that are highly particularistic
and discretionary, tend to have a negative impact on the capacity of the
underprivileged to organize for the promotion of their common inter-
ests. These populations have to count on networks of subordination—
both personal and political—for access to public goods and resources
(Heredia 1997: 6–7; Ndegwa 1996; O’Donnell 1996a). In other words,
dense clientelistic networks based on the “distributive capacities” of
political brokers and other individuals in positions of power are often
the only problem-solving devices for poor and marginalized groups
(Auyero 2000: 60, 66; 2001: 89–91; Rossetti 1994: 100).

We can gather from this discussion that where patronage, clien-
telism, racial and ethnic hierarchies, and violence among citizens be-
come organizing principles in society, they tend to shape the rules of so-
cial interaction, which influence a society’s forms of association (see
Rossetti 1994; Alvarez, Dagnino, and Escobar 1998). Under conditions
of economic inequality, such rights as freedom of speech, association,
and assembly are likely to be insufficient for promoting civil society
groups empowered to democratize state-society relations and for the
widening of the public sphere, primarily in settings where structural
conditions sustain severe gaps in bargaining power across social sectors
(Fraser 1993: 14–15, 20, 24). As the case of Argentina will show, organi-
zations working under adverse conditions (lack of resources, corrupt
and confrontational governments, low levels of trust in society) find it
difficult to establish horizontal and vertical alliances that can
strengthen their position. In fact, the observed trend is toward deepen-
ing fragmentation and distrust within civil society and toward the state.

As noted in the earlier discussion of the role of associations, groups
address different issues that affect the quality of democracy. When con-
sidering how civic associations address the problem of socioeconomic
stratification, we should distinguish between organizations that work
to improve conditions for a particular group (usually their own) and or-
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ganizations that challenge the overall socioeconomic structure. This is
important both nationally and internationally, in rich and poor coun-
tries, as more and more organizations protest neoliberal policies and
globalization. This raises at least two related problems. First, often
“those social groups that are in greatest need of collective action (i.e.,
those with numerous, dispersed, and relatively impoverished individ-
uals as potential members) are the least likely to be successful in at-
tracting these members on a rational and voluntary basis” (Schmitter
1992: 436). In contrast, privileged groups—usually smaller, more con-
centrated, and with better access to resources—face fewer organiza-
tional obstacles. Second, the ability of groups to establish broad al-
liances across and within national boundaries as well as across class,
gender, race, and other divisions may help to place questions of social
rights on public agendas around the world. However, horizontal links
are usually unstable and generally biased against groups with scant ac-
cess to resources. There are recent transnational experiences that might
lead to innovative alliances (such as the World Social Forum), but the
potential benefits of these experiences for the underprivileged are still
uncertain.44

Conclusion

The phenomenon of civil society encompasses a variety of associational
forms. Only if we take into consideration this diversity can we examine
the different ways in which association is expected to influence democ-
racy. Making sense of the mechanisms that connect civic engagement
and outcomes is necessary, but it is also vital to understand that these
outcomes are specific to certain contextual configurations. The previous
discussion suggests—and the empirical analysis will show—that insti-
tutional and societal factors have different impacts on civic engagement
at different levels of aggregation.

Civic engagement and democracy are intimately entwined with the
effectiveness of the rule of law in both the state and in society. Among
the most important considerations is the capacity of the state to guar-
antee the rights of citizens. “For better or worse,” Putnam (2000) argued
in his study of civic engagement in the United States, “we rely increas-
ingly—we are forced to rely increasingly—on formal institutions, and
above all on the law, to accomplish what we used to accomplish
through informal networks reinforced by generalized reciprocity” (p.
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147). My emphasis on the role of institutions and the law challenges the
idea that voluntary associations and social networks per se can “make
democracy work” for different sectors of the population. Putnam’s
analysis neglects the vital role that the law, the courts, and government
institutions play in ensuring equal legal protection and rights for citi-
zens “long left out of those informal networks, or not recipients of that
‘generalized reciprocity’”—not only in the United States but in other
democracies as well (Murphy 2001: 411).

Dominant patterns of interaction within society play a fundamental
role in the construction of the rule of law. This is particularly relevant in
new democracies, where democratic transitions have brought about
more formal rights while the capacity of individuals (largely the poor
and marginalized) to exercise many of these rights has remained un-
changed or has even diminished (Foweraker and Landman 1997: 24 n.
32, 27; Yashar 1999: 80; Oxhorn 1999: 141). Political, civil, and social
rights should be seen as interdependent (which does not imply a natu-
ral development from one type of right to another, as T. H. Marshall ar-
gued) and constantly in flux (which means that they can be reversed)
(Yashar 1999: 79–80 n. 5).45 The expansion of political rights (such as
suffrage) can be accompanied by the decline of social rights (such as
minimum labor standards) and civil rights (such as protection against
arbitrary state violence), as has happened in many Latin American
countries.46

The state and society, particularly in countries with a long history of
authoritarian rule, must “tame” each other (Caldeira and Holston 1999:
719).47 From the viewpoint of civil society, the articulation between state
action and modes of social interaction shapes patterns of civic engage-
ment and the outcomes of association. Both the state and the socioeco-
nomic structure are important determinants of patterns and orienta-
tions of citizen participation (Migdal 1994: 7–30; Yashar 1999: 101–2).
The analysis in the following chapters produces some counterintuitive
results that challenge established assumptions about the link between
civil society and democratization.
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social ties do not necessarily produce democratic norms and behav-
iors. Indeed, civil society is likely to intensify characteristics of the
broader sociopolitical context. This applies to contextual traits that both
support and are inimical to democracy. There is a critical difference be-
tween arguing that some organizations may be adverse to democracy
(which Putnam admits in Bowling Alone) and claiming that more civic
activity necessarily strengthens democracy (or, vice versa, that the de-
cline of associational activity harms democracy). As noted in the Intro-
duction, neo-Tocquevilleans have argued that the creation of associa-
tional ties generates prodemocratic social capital across different
contexts. This claim, however, comes into question when we consider
“crucial cases” that confound the civil society-democracy thesis. How
do we account for circumstances in which civil society blossomed be-
fore the collapse of the democratic regime—as in pre-Nazi Germany,
where civic engagement helped to delegitimize parliamentary democ-
racy? Or how do we explain northern and southern civic movements
against desegregation in the United States, which strengthened white
social ties and networks while defending racism, opposing dissent, and
limiting access to rights for blacks?

It is important to stress that civic engagement can have democratic
effects on participants, political institutions, and the public sphere.
Sometimes civic mobilization successfully expands grassroots partici-
pation in policy-making, integrates excluded sectors, and improves in-
stitutional performance.1 However, civic involvement may also be
linked to undemocratic outcomes in state and society, the presence of a
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“vital” civil society may fail to prevent outcomes inimical to democracy,
or it may contribute to such results. Advocates of the civil society–
democracy thesis have acknowledged that certain groups are clearly
“uncivil” and thus do not promote democracy. However, as this chap-
ter shows, it is not only society’s small extremist groups—such as civil-
ian militias, prison gangs, or vigilante groups—that have a dark side.
Indeed, in very different national and historical settings, the most seem-
ingly inoffensive civic groups can turn into forces that erode existing in-
stitutions and democratic practices and prevent further democratiza-
tion (Berman 1997b: 567).

In this chapter, I focus on the link between civil society activity and
undemocratic orientations and outcomes. I present two examples that
demonstrate the antidemocratic nature and objectives of powerful civil
society movements in a new democracy, Weimar Germany, and a well-
established one, the United States. The case studies I use were pro-
duced by historians and present evidence that confounds the civil soci-
ety–democracy thesis (Rogowski 1995: 470). I concur with Gary King,
Robert Keohane, and Sidney Verba’s (1995) belief in the usefulness of
the descriptive case study literature for the purpose of evaluation, ex-
planation, and generalization in social science (pp. 477–78).

Undemocratic Civic Engagement

The cases of Germany and the United States illustrate how political and
economic factors reinforced social divisions and exclusionary features
of society, creating the conditions for the emergence of organizations
and movements that undermined democracy (in Germany) and op-
posed democratization (in the United States). Civil society legitimated
antidemocratic ideas and political discourses, demanded that the state
favor some groups over others (violating the rule of law if necessary),
and mobilized individuals and resources to promote hostility, con-
frontation, polarization, and even violence.

The interaction between institutional factors, economic dislocations,
and underlying divisions in society created the conditions under which
social groups adopted strong defensive postures (for or against the sta-
tus quo, depending on the setting) and offensive ideas (involving the
general organization of society and the reconfiguration of social identi-
ties). Patterns of rejection (e.g., antipoliticism, failure to make changes
at the local level) and proactive ideas (e.g., Nazi ideology, racism) re-
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lated in different ways to different social sectors, depending on their
position within the broader socioeconomic context. As institutional and
economic factors reinforced strains and conflict in society, the appeal of
antidemocratic beliefs and attitudes across the sectors of civil society in-
tensified.

Both patterns of rejection and offensive objectives are vital to under-
standing the emergence of these expressions of civil society’s dark side.
Nazism in Germany was fed by the rejection of party politics, anti-
Semitism, and, increasingly, economic chaos, but it was also gradually
legitimized by community leaders and social networks based on trust
that communicated Nazi ideas. This led to the acceptance of an extreme
ideology in an educated society. In the United States, an underlying
racism (part of the societal context) galvanized whites on specific issues
such as housing and school segregation, but the movement against in-
tegration was also motivated by a defensive middle class and home-
owners committed to protecting their most valuable investment. Pat-
terns of association inimical to democracy were encouraged not only by
long-term objectives of general racial separation but also by short-term
goals such as housing restrictions. An important corollary of this dual-
ity is the fact that these movements were not cohesive but experienced
divisions across gender, religion, and class. In the southern antideseg-
regation movement there was an ideological breach between the rural
middle class and the urban working class (e.g., the rift over the anti-Se-
mitic and violent attitudes of the latter in the case of Alabama’s Citi-
zens’ Councils) and in Detroit different levels of resistance to racial in-
tegration in Jewish and Catholic neighborhoods.

Weimar Germany

In Weimar Germany, the sociohistorical context consisted in delegit-
imized political institutions, a weak party system, a deep economic cri-
sis, and intensely confrontational citizen mobilization; together they
created an explosive mix that led to the collapse of democracy and the
emergence of totalitarianism. Indeed, this wave of civic activism was
part of a broader process of social and political dislocation in the 1920s.
I discuss very briefly a few aspects of the economic crisis and the party
system, the question of governance, and the fragmentation within soci-
ety.

In Weimar Germany, political parties reproduced a trend of social
and political decay brought about by, among other things, a series of
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economic debacles between 1914 and 1933 (Jones 1979: 144).2 Inflation
and the currency reform of 1923–24 depleted the savings of the average
German. These crises hit the middle class particularly hard, though the
impact of the most destructive of these catastrophes (hyperinflation)
was not uniform across this social sector. As one author explained, the
major result of the hyperinflation “was not so much to seal the social
and economic decline of the German middle class as to intensify the so-
cial and economic antagonisms that already existed within the German
middle strata and to create new antagonisms where previously none
had existed” (Jones 1979: 145–46).

In this setting, nonsocialist parties failed to provide “the more tradi-
tional elements of the German middle class with the effective political
representation they needed in order to maintain their social and eco-
nomic position in the face of mounting economic adversity” (Jones
1979: 144). The government’s handling of revaluation (the stabilization
of the currency) angered and alienated important sectors of the middle
class, who witnessed how key provisions of the government’s revalua-
tion legislation (which were enacted by decree, without approval from
the parliament) favored “big business, agriculture, and those economic
interests that had profited from the inflation in the first place” (pp. 151–
52, 162). Discontent with the government’s handling of the economy
and the lack of legitimate political parties that could effectively address
this pressing issue on behalf of those affected by the crisis promoted a
middle-class disengagement from political society and increasingly ar-
dent rejection of the status quo.

Other political tensions also intensified the disaffection of large mid-
dle-strata sectors. An example of these political rifts was the political
decay at the local level that resulted from the post-1918 process of de-
centralization that gave local authorities “greater autonomy and leeway
in the running of their day to day affairs without the interference from
central organs” (McElligott 1993: 18). This process entailed a substantial
transfer of political and economic influence to the local level, allowing
the working class to exert unprecedented control over the political
process at this level. Intensified by the depression and the issue of the
Reich’s reparations obligation, municipal budgetary troubles, accusa-
tions of economic mismanagement and corruption, overtaxation, and
the rapid delegitimation of local governments led to mounting social
and political conflict. In this context, displaced local elites, conservative
business groups, and especially large sectors of the middle class be-
came increasingly hostile to local administrations and, as the central
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government failed to solve the crisis, these sectors turned against par-
liamentary democracy, opening the door for “the reconfiguration of
bourgeois politics” around the Nazi project (pp. 18–23).

German society was highly fragmented. In addition to underlying
ethnic/religious, gender, and other tensions, such as anti-Semitism, in-
dividual groups advanced their demands with increasing tenacity in a
highly confrontational environment (Hagtvet 1980: 67). The worsening
economic crisis in Weimar “made all groups more jealous of their so-
cioeconomic interests and more strident and narrow in their political
demands” (Berman 1997a: 415). Interest groups were aggressively in-
volved in promoting sectoral demands, which potentiated conflicts not
only across but also within class lines (Abraham 1981: 25). The typical
middle class joiners in Germany grew more and more hostile toward
corporate interests and the working class, who were viewed as the pri-
mary recipients of government policy at the national and local level
(Berman 1997a: 415). This perception, mixed with a feeling of political
impotence, fed the cynicism of the middle classes and made them more
willing to accept nondemocratic solutions to the crisis.

Under these conditions, civil society emerged as an alternative to
politics and a realm for the circulation of antisystem ideas (the rejection
of the democratic regime) and the legitimation of specific proposals (the
Nazi ideology). A postwar sense of national humiliation, economic
fears, and political impotence combined to nourish deep uncertainty
and resentment among middle-class sectors while traditional interme-
diary mechanisms of participation (political parties) failed to integrate
conflicting social interests and adjust to the diverse demands of the
electorate. Associational activity helped reinforce the climate of social
tension, lower moral restraints against authoritarian alternatives, and
increase disaffection with the regime. But this role was a function of fac-
tors external to associational life itself. In fact, civil society activity mir-
rored, and deepened, the contradictions of viewpoints and attitudes
among key social groups (Abraham 1981: 27–28, 282). A defensive mid-
dle class found in civil society not only a space in which to express and
circulate their anger and frustration but also an arena in which to con-
front others by defining and altering, over time, their identity in rela-
tion to other groups within and outside this social stratum.

The United States

Putnam (2000) has argued that the postwar years represented a “golden
age” of civic activity in the United States. In spite of racial, gender, and
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class divides, the World War II generation represented, Putnam has
suggested, a model of civic-mindedness (pp. 268, 358). This assumption
is not without challenge; there are competing views of the nature of
civic-mindedness in the 1940s and 1950s in the United States. Putnam’s
concern with the decline of civic engagement since the mid-1950s is
built upon the assumption that this nation enjoyed high levels of civic
virtue in those years, at least when compared with the second half of
the twentieth century (Putnam 2000: chap. 3). This claim, as Cohen
(1999) puts it, is “bizarre” when one thinks of racial discrimination and
white opposition to desegregation, McCarthyism, and the centrality of
gender bias in American society in the 1940s and 1950s (pp. 82–83 n.
35).3

Beyond the debate over the civic nature of society in the post–World
War II years, the social movements that I discuss in this chapter illus-
trate some of the ways in which civic engagement in a democratic but
exclusionary society can buttress racism, intolerance, and violent action
as social groups resist unwanted changes in their communities. In ur-
ban centers, rapid changes in race relations were often perceived by
white groups as a threat: integration with blacks was viewed as dan-
gerous for group identity, economic status, and political influence.4 In
some cases, white ethnic communities that practiced discrimination
were motivated by perceptions of economic, social, and cultural vul-
nerability more than by virulent and violent racism. For instance, in the
movement against residential integration, newcomers to the standing
of “white Americans” (e.g., southern and eastern Europeans) were
strongly driven to assert their whiteness as a way to defend their newly
gained prerogatives (Gerstle 1995: 585; see also the discussion of the an-
tibusing movement below).

In the homeowners’ movement in Detroit, grassroots engagement re-
sulted from strong and vital communities. In these close-knit commu-
nities, the concurrent processes of structural changes in the productive
sector—triggered by recession, automation, industrial decentralization,
and global competition, among other factors—and African-American
mass migration to the city generated a perception of urgency and un-
certainty among middle- and working-class white homeowners. In-
deed, as a result of global trade patterns and new Cold War impera-
tives, the U.S. industrial sector experienced, in the postwar years, a
contraction in such areas as auto production, textiles, and electronics
(see Stein 1998a; 1998b).5 In this setting, the perception of racial integra-
tion was even more worrisome, especially for working-class whites.
These people felt that their homes—which represented the core of their
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economic life—and their shared identity as property owners were at
risk. In this conjuncture, white homeowners resorted to civic organiza-
tions to defend, as Thomas Sugrue (1996) put it, “a world that they
feared was slipping away” (pp. 5, 11, 125–52, 213–14). Fear has been
also an important motivation behind the boom of gated communities in
the United States since the 1980s (see discussion later in the chapter).

It is important to mention that defensive postures among middle-
and working-class groups need to be placed in a broader context of
“racialized” state-society interactions. A fine illustration of the role
played by race and racial discrimination in state-society relations is the
crafting of governmental housing policy during the 1930s, which set the
boundaries for fundamental inequalities and tensions in the following
decades. The vast changes in the racial geography of many cities from
1915 to 1930, a result of the massive migration of southern blacks to ur-
ban centers in the North, led to the emergence of “various legal devices,
including zoning, deed restrictions, and racially restrictive covenants to
impose and increase racial residential segregation” (Gotham 2000: 300–
301). Racial restrictive covenants (“private agreements barring non-
Caucasians from occupying or owning property”) spread rapidly
across the country in the early 1920s and were successfully enforced un-
til their fall in the 1940s (Jones-Correa 2000–2001). In brief, broad
changes in the racial composition of many cities (including Chicago,
New York, Detroit, Philadelphia, Cleveland, and Los Angeles) influ-
enced “the political mobilization of real estate interests and the subse-
quent formulation of New Deal housing legislation” (Gotham 2000:
300, quotation on 292). As one study has explained, “From the turn of
the century on, the mainstream opinion among real estate agents, ap-
praisers, brokers, and mortgage bankers was that the movement of
African Americans into white neighborhoods would undermine prop-
erty values, contribute to neighborhood deterioration, and lead to other
negative consequences” (Gotham 2000: 301).

By the early 1930s, this view had not only influenced the establish-
ment of a number of legal devices to enforce segregation but also
shaped the formulation of the Housing Act of 1934 and the design of
the Federal Housing Administration (FHA) (Gotham 2000: 302–7). The
resulting regulatory guidelines, appraisal rating system, lending poli-
cies, mortgage insurance, and home-building subsidies “disseminated
a segregationist philosophy that equated racially mixed and predomi-
nantly minority neighborhoods with declining property values and de-
teriorating housing conditions” (p. 310). In the United States, racial dis-
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crimination played a key role in structuring the housing and lending in-
dustry. State policy and the racial configuration of society shaped each
other (p. 293). In this way, state agencies and governmental policy in-
stitutionalized racial discrimination and, in turn, contributed, first, to
setting up segregationist norms that guided the behavior of major ac-
tors in the housing market and, second, to distributing resources to so-
cial groups along racial lines (pp. 310–11). This is an example of the
“norm-setting” function of state institutions as well as the role of law-
making and policy-making in the legal sanction of racial inequality. As
explained in the previous chapter, these features influence the effec-
tiveness of the rule of law and thereby the actual rights of different so-
cial groups.

Other societal cleavages also factor into an analysis of civil society.
Whereas for working- and middle-class whites the defense of their
right to homeownership included a racist component (a defense of both
property values and their community’s identity), for middle-class
blacks the “outsiders” to be resisted were the poor, the African-Ameri-
can poor included. Therefore, while race was the central issue for white
homeowners’ associations, class was key to the perspectives and atti-
tudes of black homeowners (Arnesen 1998: 46). Class and other issues
also played a role in the white resistance movements to housing and
school integration, creating rifts and undermining their cohesiveness.
Thus both institutional and societal patterns influence civic participa-
tion. Without acknowledging the role of state structures in sustaining
discriminatory patterns and the role of social cleavages in shaping social
meanings for different groups, we cannot understand variations in the
nature and orientations of civil society activity.

The mobilization of anti-integration activists suggests that we
should give special attention to the analysis of civil society as an arena
where social actors confront each other for “real or imagined” gains
and losses in rights and power. For instance, the question of the rela-
tionship between civic engagement and democracy cannot be properly
addressed without considering patterns of social exclusion. As massive
resistance to integration in the United States illustrates, the attempt to
change these patterns generated opposition within civil society. Thus,
we need to ask, what is the impact of intolerant communities on
democracy? (see Krygier 1997: 82–83, 86, 88; Janoski 1998: 11). Civic en-
gagement, I argue, is potentially inimical to democracy when it is ori-
ented to preventing the full realization of citizenship rights for certain
sectors of the population. Civil society is then an arena where historical
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practices involving discriminatory modes of inclusion and distribution
of resources are subject to challenge and counterchallenge by different
social groups.

Having introduced the two case studies, I focus in the rest of this
chapter on some of the most significant aspects of the dark side of civil
society in Germany and the United States.

Associational Life in Weimar Germany

Historical studies have shown that associational life was widespread,
intense, and grew quickly in Weimar Germany, but that it contributed
to the erosion of democracy. The case of Weimar contradicts the thesis
that there is a universal positive relationship between the strength of
civil society and that of democracy. If Germany in the 1920s and early
1930s enjoyed a vital and dense associational life, then, according to the
neo-Tocquevillean thesis, it should have produced democratic results.
But it did not. Shaped by dramatic changes in the social, political, and
economic arenas, civil society not only helped the Nazis gain access to
power but also planted the seed of its own destruction. Weimar Ger-
many fits so well the neo-Tocquevillean characterization of what asso-
ciational life should look like that its “unexpected” outcome cannot be
taken to be purely accidental (Rogowski 1995: 468–69; see also Eckstein
1975: 118–19). On the contrary, it suggests that the neo-Tocquevillean
theory needs to be revised.

Focusing on different dimensions of civil society in various regions
of Germany, historical studies have shown that civic mobilization and
participation in voluntary associations only decreased after the Nazis
assumed power (Rogowski 1995: 468). More important, these studies
have revealed that exactly the same type of participation that Putnam
highlights as critical for democracy—involvement in voluntary associ-
ations that stimulate face-to-face interaction—contributed to the Nazi
expansion.

The case of Weimar Germany is particularly useful because it shows
how the same social mechanisms that, according to neo-Tocquevilleans,
serve to produce democratic results can, under certain circumstances,
have the opposite effect. Methodologically, an analysis of civil society at
the micro level helps us to understand how contextual factors influence
social interactions. This case illustrates, in particular, two dimensions of
civil society. First, it shows that civil society tends to absorb broader at-
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titudes prevalent in society: the phenomenon of associational life is in-
herently “neutral”; that is, rather than being an independent source of
norms, values, or attitudes, it reacts to and amplifies the sociopolitical
background in which it exists—for example, by amplifying conflicts
that result from social cleavages (Hagtvet 1980: 94; Abraham 1981: 25,
284–87, 301–18; Berman 1997a: 415, 427; 1997b: 565, 569–70). Associa-
tional life shows a high level of adaptability to contextual conditions. In
Germany, voluntary associations absorbed and, in turn, heightened the
disaffection, hostility, and resentment of citizens against the republic.

The second dimension refers to the networks and ties through which
people interact—that is, grassroots networks of “quotidian sociability.”
These networks can foster undemocratic views, as in Weimar. Evidence
from Germany has shown that social bonds were strengthened by in-
tense debates in such places as local taverns, living rooms, social clubs,
and university halls—very much the arenas identified by neo-Toquevil-
leans as key sites for the production of democratic social capital. These
social bonds played a crucial role in the insertion of the Nazi Party (Na-
tional Socialist German Workers’ Party, NSDAP) into everyday net-
works of social interaction. As Rudy Koshar (1986a) found in his study
of Marburg, most members of the local Nazi Party had become ac-
quainted with National Socialism through their associational activities
and informal interactions with other townspeople (pp. 209, 220, 236–37,
279; 1986b: 29).

In Marburg, most Nazi Party members came from clusters of partic-
ipants in ostensibly nonpolitical local clubs (such as student associa-
tions and sports clubs).6 These activists were a small group within a
large minority of Germans involved in voluntary associations. Their
civic engagement was not different from that of ordinary members of
local associations: they were all active in local social networks. Most
Nazi Party members became involved in associational life before their
incorporation into the party—they came to the party with an abundant
stock of social capital in the form of personal contacts, organizational
and leadership skills, and experience in the voluntary sector (Koshar
1986a: 185–86, 210–13).7 This social capital was fundamental for the ex-
pansion of Nazi local networks.

Another detailed analysis of civic engagement—William Allen’s
(1984) examination of the microcosm of another German town,
Northeim—offered additional insights into the social processes that
characterized associational activity before the Nazi takeover. In the
early 1930s, Nazi activists in Northeim acted as extraordinary “social
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capitalists”—to use the term crafted by Putnam (2000) for those who
promote the creation of social ties that generate networks of reciprocity
in a community (pp. 19, 362). As Allen described in his study, Nazi ac-
tivists successfully promoted citizen involvement in Northeim.

Nazis used their creativity, effort, and organizational skills to pro-
duce an array of civic activities that allowed townspeople to spend a
great deal of time in face-to-face interaction with fellow citizens. In the
period 1930–33, the local Nazis organized an average of almost three
public meetings per month.8 This promotion of associational activity
took place in a context of already active joiners. In Northeim, formal
membership organizations such as veterans’ clubs, choral societies, and
gun clubs coexisted with informal social gatherings such as the
Stammtisch and the “beer clubs” (Allen 1984: 18–19).9 The interpenetra-
tion of associational life and the Nazi Party played a central role in the
propagation of Nazi ideology (Hagtvet 1980: 94, 104; Allen 1984: 18–19;
Koshar 1986b: 28–29; Berman 1997a: 415).

Northeim’s Nazis used the arts and cultural activities as vehicles to
gather broad and diverse groups of citizens. In addition to parades, ral-
lies, assemblies, and soup kitchens, NSDAP activists organized specta-
cles, concerts, “film showings, plays, acrobatic acts, lotteries, dances,
sport exhibitions, military displays, recitals by children,” and many
other social events (Allen 1984: 63, quotation on 142).10 Also, the Nazis
organized meetings appealing to specific occupational groups—such as
rentiers, pensioners, war veterans, businessmen, artisans, and civil ser-
vants—and created a variety of associations specifically designed for
boys, girls, and women (Allen 1984: 18, 74, 76–77, 98, 135, 142; see
Koshar 1986a: 193–94, 204).

The “Hitler Youth,” for example, originally served as a vehicle for
boys to bond with other boys in town. “There was no pressure put on
me by my father or anyone else to join the Hitler Youth—I decided to
join independently simply because I wanted to be in a boys club where
I could strive towards a nationalistic ideal. The Hitler Youth had camp-
ing, hikes, and group meetings,” explained a former member of the or-
ganization who joined the Hitler-Jugend in 1930. The popularity of the
organization was reflected in the growth of its membership in
Northeim, which increased from nine members in 1930 to some sev-
enty-five in late 1932. Before Hitler’s rise to power, the group did not
serve as an instrument of explicit political indoctrination, but as an or-
ganization similar to the Boy Scouts (Allen 1984: 76–77).11

As in Marburg, Northeim’s Nazi leadership had direct access to the
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social resources necessary to facilitate their collective enterprise. Nazi
leaders belonged to a network of middle-class townspeople, mostly
businessmen, which was strategically located in the town’s social net-
works (Allen 1984: 143–44). As in Marburg, these party joiners were al-
ready active before their incorporation into the Nazi movement. In this
sense, they were endowed with plentiful social capital because, given
their class status and their professional background, they had access to
broad social networks of influence.12 The incorporation of this group of
activists was a precious resource for the marginal Nazi Party. Indeed,
the qualitative impact of these supporters—especially because of their
social connections—transcended their numerical relevance (Koshar
1986a: 223–24).13

Regional variations and multiple patterns of civic engagement make
Weimar Germany a rich and complex case. My aim here is to concen-
trate on certain characteristics of associational life that highlight impor-
tant aspects of the dark side of civic engagement. I focus on two themes
to illustrate the interaction among context, civic involvement, and out-
comes. One is the connection between civic engagement and antipoliti-
cal orientations, which played an important role in creating a social
space for the propagation of antisystem and Nazi ideas. The second is
the link between civic participation and social cleavages, especially
class, age, and gender divisions.

Civic Activism and Antipoliticism

A common effect of civic engagement was the reinforcement of people’s
rejection of conventional politics. In fact, civic organizations reinforced
antipoliticism, an attitude of disengagement based on the assumption
that public decision-making could function without an established
party system, interest-group lobbying, and intermediary networks.14 In
this setting, the Nazis were able to assume a position of political lead-
ership, mainly by using the interests of the disaffected middle class to
their advantage (Koshar 1986a: 52, 150–66, 200; Berman 1997a: 401–29;
1997b: 562–74). This process took place amid a high level of local mobi-
lization.

As Peter Fritzsche (1990) showed in his study of middle-class civic
activism in Lower Saxony between 1918 and 1930, urban middle classes
were involved in a variety of civic associations—such as social clubs
and patriotic groups—which integrated them in a way that political
parties did not (pp. 9–11, 83, 217–19). An outburst of middle-class ac-
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tivism also took the form of crowds bursting into the streets and public
squares, and citizens organizing public assemblies and marches. Civil
society provided a social space detached from the arena of traditional
party politics, where middle-class activism stressed the rejection of
party politics and the “political class.”15 Associational life became an al-
ternative to political society.

This wave of mobilization was part of a broader process of social and
political dislocation in the 1920s. The ascension of the Nazis also took
place alongside the progressive corrosion of long-standing political al-
legiances among middle-class voters and the new dynamics of popular
mobilization in the 1920s (Childers 1983: 262). Even though tensions
across classes dominated in the context of the political and economic
crisis, processes of socioeconomic diversification—in particular, indus-
trialization, urbanization, income concentration, and the development
of an increasingly secular culture—had created tensions within classes
as well. In fact, the interests of the middle class were heterogeneous and
thus difficult to subsume under a single party agenda (Hagtvet 1980:
96, 103).

Case studies of this period have shown that civic engagement
among white-collar workers and farmers helped increase the antago-
nism of varied sectors of civil society toward Weimar’s political regime
while helping the Nazi Party to expand its electoral support base
(Berman 1997a: 420–22; Kolb 1988: 101–3). As noted, there was a dy-
namic, reinforcing interpenetration between the local associational
sphere and the Nazi movement. Often, town civic leaders legitimated
the acceptance of the Nazis as a viable alternative to the traditional par-
ties (Kolb 1988: 102–3; Koshar 1986b: 24). This social process took place
also in rural areas, as in Bavaria, where the Nazi Party’s acceptance
among the peasant population was greatly facilitated by the conversion
of leaders of agricultural interest organizations. As in urban settings,
these associations were not infiltrated from without, but their support
for the Nazis often resulted from the influence of community leaders
who served as local opinion brokers (Zofka 1986: 60).16

Social networks at the local level served as vehicles of mobilization
for the Nazi project (Koshar 1986a: 187, 200, 204; Hagtvet 1980: 104). In
addition, the Nazis promoted the creation of voluntary organizations
for specific professions and occupations: lawyers, teachers, physicians,
manual workers, farmers, small businessmen, and so forth.17 The si-
multaneous development of informal networks and formal organiza-
tions helped Nazi ideas to permeate existing civic associations locally
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and regionally, reaching both leaders and the rank and file (Kolb 1988:
102–3; Koshar 1986a: 202, 204).

Civil society offered a map to community rifts. Participation in vol-
untary associations contributed to social divisions—especially between
the middle and working classes (Fritzsche 1990: 82–83). Clubs, for ex-
ample, which played a central role in the life of many middle-class Ger-
mans, delimited social boundaries, especially because loyalty to one’s
organization became a vital matter for members (Koshar 1986a: 148–
49). “The channels of social life were the impress of mutual hostilities,”
Fritzsche (1990) explained. “It was as club members that Germans un-
derstood and internalized the fractured community” (p. 82). Social
clubs, patriotic societies, and other civic groups contributed to the de-
velopment of networks of particularized trust, which deepened societal
fragmentation, and to the cementing of hostility toward the democratic
system, gradually undermining the stability of the institutions of the re-
public.18

In Marburg, for instance, deepening fragmentation in society was re-
flected as an increase in the number of organizations and a simultane-
ous decrease in the number of participants per organization. The num-
ber of voluntary organizations in Marburg increased steadily in the
period 1914–30 while the membership per organization decreased.
There were 223 associations in 1914 (a density of 10 associations per
1,000 residents and 99.6 individuals per organization), 257 in 1920 (den-
sity: 11.3; members per group: 88.5), 319 in 1925 (13.7; 73.0), and 407 or-
ganizations in 1930, with a density much higher than in 1914 (15.9) and
a much lower average number of members per organization (63.0)
(Koshar 1986a: 136–37, 276, 298, table A-2).19

Civic activists and leaders construed party politics as morally cor-
rupt and detrimental to Germany’s national interest. Civic participants
viewed voluntary associations as an alternative to the unpatriotic be-
havior of economic interest groups and party bureaucracies. Voluntary
associations, they claimed, offered a buffer to political hostility because
they could counteract ideological and partisan conflict. However, civic
associations proved unable to cushion political strains, and the divide
between civil and political societies intensified along with the polariza-
tion in associational life. There was a natural convergence among an-
tipoliticism, social fragmentation, and the National Socialists’ emphasis
on a society “beyond parties” (Koshar 1986a: 156–57, 160–61, 163–66,
277–78; 1986b: 22).
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From 1924—when the Nazis entered the electoral scene—to the Re-
ichstag elections of 1932, the National Socialist constituency was never
stable or socially fixed. The NSDAP, according to Thomas Childers
(1983), represented a “catchall party of protest, whose constituents,
while drawn primarily from the middle-class electorate, were united
above all by a profound contempt for the existing political and eco-
nomic system” (p. 268).20 Voters cast their ballots in protest against a
system that they perceived as helpless to deal with the grave problems
facing the country. Theirs was not an ideological commitment to the
Nazis, but a profound disenchantment with the traditional party sys-
tem. This heterogeneous mass of voters had in common their economic
and political grievances against the Weimar regime (see Childers 1983:
5, 262, 268; 1986: 253–54). Discontent with the government’s handling
of the economic crisis (policies that were perceived as biased and unfair
by large middle-class sectors) and the array of tensions involving local
governments contributed to the perception that institutions were no
longer legitimate. These tensions, coupled with serious rifts within so-
ciety and middle-class parties incapable of offering effective political
representation, galvanized citizens around patterns of rejection of dem-
ocratic institutions and the legal order. Civic groups served as building
blocks for political mobilization against the regime, but they could not
offer the political leadership and proactive agenda that a party organi-
zation could provide. In a context of low levels of institutional legiti-
macy and rejection of “politics as usual,” the Nazis emerged as a viable
alternative to the status quo.

Class Cleavages

Associational life may become open to antidemocratic appeals because
of deepening social cleavages. In Weimar Germany, cleavages of class,
ethnicity and religion, region, and occupation were already intense, and
political parties were not effective mechanisms for bridging those divi-
sions. Society was fragmented, and competition among groups was
fierce. Germany’s vital civil society was characterized by dense net-
works within classes but very few connections across classes (as noted,
there were also serious divisions within the middle class). Each class
had its own network of voluntary associations, which intensified their
isolation from other sectors of society.21 Civic engagement then con-
tributed to the fragmentation of society and, in a context of heightened
antipoliticism, to give legitimacy to an antidemocratic movement. The
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appeal of the Nazis, then, was largely abetted by a context in which so-
cial cleavages—especially those of class—created intense societal con-
flict (Hagtvet 1980: 67–68, 78, 99).

The protracted economic crisis in Germany had important effects on
the political orientations of the middle class. Income differentials be-
tween social segments decreased rapidly: “The ratio between wages of
skilled and unskilled workers diminished from 1914 to 1922, from 145.9
to 106.8” (Bresciani-Turroni 1953: 313; see also Holtfrerich 1990: 81–88).
The inflationary process benefited speculators in the stock market and
those who had borrowed large amounts of money, whereas traditional
sectors of the economy (e.g., the so-called “old rich” and the primary
sector) and small investors were the ones hardest hit by the economic
crisis (Bresciani-Turroni 1953: 296, 298; Hughes 1982: 385; James 1986:
49–51).22

The hyperinflation of 1922–23 exerted a heavy toll on large sectors of
the middle class. After 1924, stabilization failed to help retailers, pro-
fessionals, and small businesses. But the middle class, positioned be-
tween “the two poles of big business and organized labor,” was hardly
a uniform victim of the economic catastrophe. “Of the various social
and economic groups that constituted the German middle strata,” one
analyst argued, “the one affected most directly by the collapse of the
German currency was the millions of small investors who over the
course of the past two or three decades had systematically set aside a
major portion of their income in private savings of one form or an-
other” (Jones 1979: 148). As noted, the economic crisis precipitated a
long process of “disintegration of the German bourgeoisie as a homo-
geneous social force” that began with the country’s industrialization in
the later part of the nineteenth century (p. 146).

Other developments accentuated the impact of the crisis on the mid-
dle stratum. Soon after Germany’s central bank announced that it
would restrict credits, bankruptcies increased by 160 percent (Childers
1983: 66).23 Salaries and employment in the white-collar sector followed
similar trends (Lepsius 1978: 50–61). Tensions between social groups
intensified as wages of unskilled workers increased 20 percent in 1924

and white-collar wages did so by only a very modest percentage
(Childers 1983: 87–88). Civil servants suffered additional losses as their
salaries were cut by 23 percent between 1930 and 1931 (James 1986: 69;
see also Bresciani-Turroni 1953: 326–27).

Following the Great Depression, the banking crisis of 1931 provoked
more discontent with the financial system and the government’s eco-
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nomic policies among upper and middle sectors of the population
(James 1986: 323). The impact of the economic crisis on the middle sec-
tors forced them to make a number of major changes in their lifestyle.
Middle-class Germans used various strategies to protect themselves
from further economic and social decline. For example, many sold per-
sonal property—furniture, jewelry, artwork—in the stores that prolifer-
ated at the time. Many tried to protect their savings by taking their
money to Switzerland themselves—which prompted the government
to restrict foreign travel to control small-capital flight (Bresciani-Turroni
1953: 330; James 1986: 301). This situation, as a number of studies have
argued, had a profound impact on the political views of middle-class
Germans.24 Millions of them perceived that the boundaries between
classes were disappearing; thus the threat was not just economic de-
cline, but decreased “social distance” from the working class (Hagtvet
1980: 102). This was a fundamental factor in the deepening of social ten-
sions and the acceptance of antisystem ideas.

Indeed, middle-class citizens, though with different interests and dif-
ferent demands, experienced as a whole a serious threat to their iden-
tity. Class polarization, then, should be understood in both economic
and social terms. This understanding reveals why civil society in
Weimar Germany served as a mechanism of “social defense” in a con-
text of increasing social fragmentation and in the absence of other
mechanisms (such as political parties) to protect class interests. The an-
tisystem attitudes of the middle class thus were rooted in “its ideology
of social protectionism” (Hagtvet 1980: 78–79, 100, 102–3). From the
perspective of important segments of the middle class, the Nazis be-
came an instrument to contain the workers and the Social Democratic
Party as well as a device to protect their identity as a group—that is,
their “social existence” (Allen 1984: 296; Kolb 1988: 102; Hagtvet 1980:
93, 103).

The Cleavage of Age

Even though the average middle-class citizen provided the core follow-
ing for the NSDAP, the support of sectors of the upper middle class was
also crucial for the Nazis’ ascension to power. Even before the onset of
the Great Depression in 1929, the National Socialists were expanding
their influence over these sectors of society. In the second half of the
1920s, newly created professional associations linked the Nazi Party to
influential sectors of German society (Kater 1986: 147, 171). These asso-
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ciations facilitated the diffusion of the National Socialist discourse
within the traditional professions—lawyers, physicians, academics, and
civil servants.25

The Nazi Physicians’ League (NSÄB) illustrates the incorporation of
well-educated joiners into the Nazi movement and also provides an ex-
ample of the role of nonclass cleavages—in this case, age—in the devel-
opment of voluntary associations that supported the NSDAP. German
doctors experienced their own crisis after World War I. This was a crisis
of varied dimensions. Especially after the harsh economic stabilization
that followed the hyperinflation crisis, “medico-ethical issues were
closely tied to the economic ones by an acrimonious inter-generational
conflict in the ranks of the medical profession” (Kater 1986: 149). While
established doctors benefited from the public health care system (for in-
stance, by taking advantage of the system of lump-sum compensa-
tions), younger physicians worked in substantially inferior conditions,
which fed animosity toward their older colleagues (p. 150).

The Nazi Physicians’ League did not invest energy in the recruit-
ment of young doctors at first, but began to exploit this generational
conflict in the early 1930s (Kater 1986: 148–50). It lowered its member-
ship fees in 1930 as part of an effort to entice young practitioners to join
the organization. Interestingly, this decision gave the league an advan-
tage over the more established physicians’ association, the Hart-
mannbund. Soon the traditional lobbying association started to lose the
support of groups of young physicians formally associated with it
(such as the Emergency League of Junior Doctors), which veered to-
ward the Nazis. The Nazi Physicians’ League also benefited from the
generalized disillusionment among young professionals with the tradi-
tional political parties and their affiliated organizations (pp. 152, 160–
62). In other words, younger doctors turned toward the Nazis because
of their discontent with both traditional politics and interest organiza-
tions, which they felt did not address the serious generational conflict
in their profession.

The league encouraged its members to run for office at all govern-
ment levels as part of a strategy focused on electoral gains. Particularly
important was the group’s objective to compete against the Hart-
mannbund for access to the political decision-making process. Even
though few physicians actually became elected officials, this strategy
had other important effects. The league urged its members to promote
the Nazi project in their offices and social gatherings. As Michael Kater
(1986) explained, socialist doctors complained that Nazi physicians
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sought to influence “their patients, especially the workers, handing
them propaganda leaflets during office visits and urging them to attend
Nazi rallies” (p. 167). At the same time, networks of sociability linked
physicians with other well-off sectors of society. Some of these contacts
were occupational, such as those with pharmacists and other health
professionals; others were purely social, such as those with high-level
bureaucrats and lawyers. These social connections were important for
the diffusion of Nazi ideas.

The ethnic and religious cleavage (discussed below) was another im-
portant division that shaped the associational networks of physicians in
Weimar. Gradually, anti-Jewish sentiment permeated the Nazi Physi-
cians’ League and, toward the end of the republic, the doctors’ organi-
zation incorporated an increasingly anti-Semitic discourse. The organi-
zation began to attack Jewish doctors as part of a strategy to attain
greater legitimacy in the profession and to overpower the Hart-
mannbund. The emphasis on “racial hygienics” played a major role in
this effort (Kater 1986: 162–64).26

Gender and Religious Divides

The role of anti-Semitism was obviously important in several other or-
ganizations of civil society in pre-Nazi Germany. The interaction be-
tween the ethnic and religious divide and other cleavages is a good ex-
ample of how solidarities in civil society changed dramatically as a
result of contextual transformations. The experience of middle-class
women in the feminist movement demonstrates the interconnection be-
tween ethnic/religious and gender cleavages. As Marion Kaplan (1984)
has argued, “within a broad, middle-class context women shared com-
mon gender-specific experiences across ethnic/religious lines and yet
suffered divisions created by these same identities” (p. 174). Whereas
voluntary associations of German and German-Jewish women actively
collaborated in the advancement of a feminist agenda—the defense of
women’s rights—the limitations of such cooperation became apparent
in a society that grew increasingly anti-Semitic.

Civic organizations proved unable to buffer the fragmentation of so-
ciety along religious lines and its effect on the rights of citizenship in
Germany. Jewish women involved in the feminist movement “suffered
from the double burden of being women in a sexist society and Jews in
a racist one” (Kaplan 1984: 174, 192). These social cleavages defined, in
a dynamic way, the identities of women activists in the transition from
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the republic to Nazism. The relative prominence of each of these cleav-
ages dictated the patterns of social organization available to these
women at different times.

Gender and ethnic/religious cleavages interacted in different ways
and shifted as a result of changes in the broader political context. Fem-
inist solidarity—as expressed by horizontal cooperation between the
League of Jewish Women and the German feminist movement, espe-
cially the Federation of German Women’s Associations—gradually
eroded as anti-Semitism increased following the Great Depression. (The
league and the federation had an important presence throughout the
country: the League of Jewish Women included twenty provincial asso-
ciations and nearly 500 locals. The Federation of German Women’s As-
sociations had a membership of around 900,000 in the 1920s.) The
league was a member of the women’s federation, and both organiza-
tions enjoyed decades of cordial relations—in fact, for years the league
had viewed the federation as a partner in the struggle against anti-
Semitism in Germany (Kaplan 1984: 180–86).

From the point of view of organized German women, the struggle
for the rights of Jews and women was essentially one, because both
Jews and feminists fought for a democratic and pluralistic society.
However, while the German and German-Jewish women’s organiza-
tions largely concurred on gender and class matters, the German
women’s organization often exhibited derogatory and hostile attitudes
toward the Jews, which fluctuated from mild intolerance of Jewish dis-
tinctive traits to open anti-Semitism. These attitudes reflected patterns
found in the broader society (Kaplan 1984: 185–89).

By the early 1930s, anti-Semitic trends strengthened within the Ger-
man feminist movement. This caused serious tensions within the move-
ment. Following the National Socialist seizure of power in 1933—which
forced the German women’s federation to choose the path of dissolu-
tion—the broad social networks developed in the previous years also
disappeared (Kaplan 1984: 174–75, 180–82, 185–89, 192). The notion of
gender loyalty was rapidly weakened by the primacy of the ethnic/re-
ligious divide in society.27 Long-standing networks of cooperation and
trust among women dissolved at a dramatic pace as the political condi-
tions in Germany changed.

As this example illustrates, situating associational activity within un-
derlying social and political conditions shows that organizations and
movements offer both opportunities and risks for building alliances to
pursue specific goals (e.g., women’s rights). As Clemens (2001) found in
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her work on women’s associations in the United States from the 1880s
to the 1920s, the women’s movement offered activists the possibility to
decide “which kind of woman” they would identify with while sup-
porting a specific cause, but this very possibility forced every partici-
pant to face competing allegiances (p. 217). The resulting tensions lim-
ited the construction of broader networks and alliances in favor of
women’s suffrage in the United States. In Germany, before the Nazi
takeover, involvement in the women’s movement also challenged indi-
vidual participants to choose memberships that reflected their own
identity, with obvious consequences for the nature of the movement.

The account of associational life in Germany presented in the first
part of the chapter has shown that civil society contributed to the col-
lapse of the democratic system, and indeed helped to hatch Germany’s
“serpent’s egg.”28 As emphasized earlier, I have focused on the civic en-
gagement of average Germans and explained, in particular, the role
played by organizations that fit the “Putnamesque” profile. The second
half of the chapter continues the emphasis on average forms of partici-
pation, now shifting the attention to the United States.

Contesting Desegregation in the U.S. South

Following the U.S. Supreme Court’s school desegregation ruling in
1954 (Brown v. Board of Education), southern whites rapidly organized to
resist integration. Across the South, they created a network of associa-
tions committed to preserving white supremacy (Bartley 1995: 200). In-
creased civic participation in the South represented a swift reaction to a
crisis that affected the status quo. In other words, whites organized to
prevent any major transformation of race relations and the potential so-
cial changes that desegregation would bring into their communities.
The Citizens’ Councils were part of a broad effort to present a common
front against integration in the southern states.29 Voluntary organiza-
tions became the backbone of a movement to create a network of legal
mechanisms throughout the region that would obstruct the Supreme
Court’s decision (McMillen 1994: 361). When chapters of the National
Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) filed pe-
titions calling for the desegregation of public schools, such demands for
compliance with federal law were met with strong reaction by white ac-
tivists (Bartley 1969: 82–83, 105; 1995: 199).

The Citizens’ Councils that spearheaded lawful organized resistance
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to desegregation began in Mississippi and rapidly expanded to the
other southern states.30 Most councils and kindred groups explicitly
condemned the use of violence, but opposed democratization by ag-
gressively contesting the expansion of civil rights for blacks.31 The
movement grew dramatically immediately following the Supreme
Court’s ruling. By early 1956, councils and allied groups had enrolled
between 250,000 and 300,000 members (Bartley 1969: 84; 1995: 199, 201;
McMillen 1994: 152–54).32 Informal networks—characterized by strong
links of interpersonal solidarity—were vital to the movement’s rise.33

Associational growth in a community was directly related to the per-
ceived threat posed by blacks and the NAACP. First, there was a posi-
tive relationship between the creation of council chapters and the per-
centage of African Americans in a county. In Mississippi, for instance,
council chapters flourished in counties where blacks constituted at least
50 percent of the population. Second, council growth was largely a
function of a surge in black mobilization. That is, it was directly related
to the emergence of concrete challenges to white supremacy (e.g., peti-
tions to desegregate schools) (McMillen 1994: 27–31).34

Making effective use of social networks to mobilize members, politi-
cal connections, and resources, the council movement had substantial
political influence at the state and local levels, particularly in Missis-
sippi, Alabama, Louisiana, and South Carolina (McMillen 1994: 362). By
late 1955, the network of councils dominated all other interest groups in
the South. A combination of competent leadership and organizational
effectiveness placed the movement in a strong position of power in the
debate over race, within the white community and in the policy-mak-
ing sphere (Bartley 1969: 83–84). Data on the number of blacks enrolled
in integrated public schools eight years after the Supreme Court’s 1954

decision suggested that organized resistance to desegregation suc-
ceeded in slowing down integration. By spring 1962, only 0.1 percent of
black students attended integrated public grade schools in the South
(Cook 1962: 3).

The first Citizens’ Council was organized in July 1954 in Missis-
sippi, where 253 councils emerged in less than a year. Membership
was 60,000 by August 1955, and increased to 85,000 by late 1956.
Council chapters represented a truly grassroots movement, which be-
came one of the most influential forces in Mississippi’s politics. Since
its beginning, the council leaders agreed that a successful movement of
resistance required direct influence over the political power structure
at the local level. Indeed, the network of Citizens’ Councils in Missis-
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sippi became powerful throughout the state, influencing the local me-
dia, the educational system, and policy-making. The councils, some-
times working closely with the American Legion and civic organiza-
tions, advised PTA groups on effective anti-integration campaigns,
censored films and educational materials, blacklisted activists and
civic associations perceived to support civil rights, and created files on
potential “agitators”—both black and white (McMillen 1994: 26, 236–
62, 239–54, 319–54; Muse 1964: 176–77). “The very presence of a
strong and active Council in any given community,” Neil McMillen
(1994) has explained, “was usually sufficient to silence dissent” (p.
252). The Citizens’ Councils also exerted strong influence in Missis-
sippi’s legislature, where the “Dixiecrat–Old Guard” led by the House
Speaker assumed an activist role in the antidesegregation movement
(Bartley 1969: 85–86).35

From Mississippi, councils expanded to Alabama, Louisiana, and
South Carolina, allowing the movement to make important social and
political inroads.36 In Alabama, for example, support from state sena-
tors gave the council movement a high degree of political influence.
Council members included mayors, police commissioners, state sena-
tors, businessmen, and civic leaders. In Louisiana, the Citizens’ Coun-
cil established links with various civic associations, including Louisiana
State University and the state medical association. In South Carolina,
council members included top leaders of the State Farm Bureau Feder-
ation, the bar association, and higher education institutions (Bartley
1969: 87–91, 93).37

The wave of mobilization in the South was abetted by caste solidar-
ity, racial fears, and a strong desire for retaliation. While the opposition
to integration was deeply embedded in southern society, association
provided the means to carry out resistance more effectively. Even
though councils resorted to many forms of intimidation, most of them
rejected secrecy and violence explicitly.38 They emphasized “legal”
forms of defiance to integration, using political influence and legal in-
struments to challenge school desegregation (Bartley 1969: 83, 200). The
movement was presented as an alternative to the Ku Klux Klan model,
especially because of its commitment to fighting integration with legal
devices (Bartley 1995: 201, 204; McMillen 1994: 360). Choosing to dis-
tinguish the movement from the Klan, the councils sought to open a
new space in southern conservatism.

Council leaders promoted the grassroots character of the movement
and attempted to recruit “respected” and “responsible” members who
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would represent all major sectors and interests of the white community.
These included business, industrial and labor interests, the agricultural
sector, religious groups, and social organizations. The recruitment of
politicians (including governors and legislators), judges, lawyers, in-
dustrialists, bankers, physicians, and professors provided the move-
ment with valuable resources in the form of political influence, funding,
and social capital. Members were involved in civic activities that pro-
moted face-to-face interaction and debate on issues of public concern.
As in Weimar Germany, these activities were not different from those
identified by contemporary neo-Tocquevilleans as mechanisms for the
promotion of democratic norms and practices. Participants attended
meetings, did volunteer work, collected signatures for petitions,
planned mobilization strategies, supported allied groups on organiza-
tional matters, and discussed politics, among other activities (Bartley
1969: 98–99, 102; McMillen 1994: 11, 21). According to the historical nar-
ratives cited here, the segregationist movement was very effective in
multiplying the existing stock of social capital throughout white south-
ern communities.

The Use of Social Networks

While rural towns and villages provided the mass of the movement’s
middle-class activists, the urban working class was also drawn into the
Citizens’ Councils and other segregationist groups. The leadership of
the movement came mainly from the urban business and professional
sectors. In rural areas, “whites at the lowest socio-economic level who
wished to protect the white man’s prerogatives were apt to find the Ku
Klux Klan more to their liking” (Bartley 1969: 104). As Numan Bartley
(1995) explained: “The alliance of middle-class black belt whites and
metropolitan working-class whites was logical enough: they were the
two white social groups that would in practice do most of the integrat-
ing” (p. 203). Eventually, serious disagreements between rural and ur-
ban groups contributed to the decay of the segregationist movement.
For example, the Citizens’ Councils of Alabama, a group with a rural
constituency, severed links with the North Alabama Citizens’ Councils
in Birmingham because of ideological differences. The Citizens’ Coun-
cils of Alabama rejected the extremist attitudes of the Birmingham-
based group, which espoused anti-Semitic and violent tendencies (Bart-
ley 1969: 104–5).

From the point of view of civic engagement, one of the most inter-
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esting aspects of the Citizens’ Councils and other similar organizations
was the close connection between these segregationist groups and as-
sociations that have been seen as the backbone of the “golden age” of
U.S. civic activism in the 1950s and early 1960s, such as the Rotary Club
and the Exchange Club (see Putnam 2000). This illustrates an important
aspect of the dubious link between civic engagement and democratiza-
tion: the “dark side” of civil society may not be easily set apart from the
“bright side.” In the process of recruitment for the councils, for exam-
ple, the organization of local chapters was aided by civic activists from
the Rotary Club, Exchange Club, Kiwanis, Lions, Civitans, and the
American Legion, among other groups (McMillen 1994: 20; Bartley
1995: 201). In fact, many chapter members came from the ranks of these
civic associations (Bartley 1969: 104). Social connections eased the
process of creating new council chapters:

Typically, an organizer . . . would be invited by a sympathetic member to ad-
dress a Rotary, Kiwanis, Civitan, or Exchange Club luncheon in an unorganized
locality. After explaining the Council’s nature and purpose, he met with inter-
ested individuals to arrange a second and larger meeting. At this second meet-
ing a temporary chairman and a combination steering-nominating committee
were chosen. The committee, in turn, drafted a proposed charter and bylaws
and prepared a list of nominees for the board of directors. (McMillen 1994: 20)

This network of social ties was very effective at creating obstacles to
desegregation attempts in many southern communities. The Citizens’
Councils and allied organizations played a central role in the imple-
mentation of mechanisms for “economic retaliation” against those who
supported integration (Bartley 1969: 83, 193; McMillen 1994: 209–15).
“We intend to make it difficult, if not impossible,” a council leader
stated, “for a Negro who advocates desegregation to find and hold a
job, get credit, or renew a mortgage.” Economic pressure was found to
be a forceful response to blacks who dared challenge white supremacy.
“Don’t let him eat at your table, don’t let him trade at your filling sta-
tion, and don’t let him trade at your store,” urged a former governor of
Georgia to council members (as quoted in Bartley 1995: 204, 205).

The use of economic pressure to “discourage” petitions for integra-
tion illustrates a resource seldom mentioned in studies of civil society.
The councils played a fundamental role in paving the way for the use of
economic retaliation to crush dissent. Through their Legal Advisory
Committees, they often recommended economic pressure as an instru-
ment to hinder NAACP petitions to desegregate schools (Bartley 1969:
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193–94). Accordingly, the councils advertised in the local newspaper
the names of blacks who had signed NAACP petitions and displayed
the lists in stores, banks, and other public places (McMillen 1994: 211).
Soon after such campaigns were launched, the number of petitioners
would decrease dramatically.

As noted in Chapter 1, civil society often functions as an arena in
which different groups confront each other over the distribution of
rights and resources. In the U.S. South, privileged citizens made effec-
tive use of their resources to deny citizenship rights to African Ameri-
cans. Segregation was one of many expressions of a broader system of
domination and subordination. This system hindered the rights of
blacks because it limited their role as workers, consumers, residents,
and participants in public affairs. Whites’ efforts to maintain the status
quo permeated political society, the public sphere (especially through
the role of the media and other opinion molders), and economic society.
In fact, economic intimidation proved to be as effective as lobbying,
propaganda, demonstrations, and other forms of mobilization to chal-
lenge integration. As a council spokesman in Alabama said: “The white
population in this county controls the money and this is an advantage
that the Council will use in a fight to legally maintain complete segre-
gation of the races” (as quoted in Bartley 1969: 193).39

Even though African Americans tried to use their power as con-
sumers to retaliate against economic discrimination (for instance, by
launching boycotts against white businesses), the Citizens’ Councils’
strategy worked in small towns where this form of economic “lynch-
ing” was difficult to counteract.40 Its effectiveness was demonstrated
once again in the 1960s, when a second wave of white economic retali-
ation against black petitioners followed the boycotts of the 1950s, af-
fecting an even larger number of African Americans than the first wave
(Bartley 1969: 194–95).

To exert political pressure, the councils engaged in a variety of activ-
ities that sustained the massive opposition to integration. Across the
South, councils often functioned “as a self-appointed clearing house for
political aspirants” by screening the “segregation credentials” of candi-
dates for public office (McMillen 1994: 306–7). In some states, Citizens’
Councils administered questionnaires asking candidates for public of-
fice their opinions about segregation, black voting, and closing public
schools in order to prevent integration. The councils disseminated these
political questionnaires to the media.41 Councils also lobbied intensely
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in state legislatures, and a few of their leaders ran for public office
(Bartley 1969: 197–99; McMillen 1994: 306–9).

Council members understood that black voters could have a
stronger influence on many southern communities than school deseg-
regation petitions. Therefore, council chapters engaged in an organized
backlash against voter registration for blacks. In Louisiana, for exam-
ple, council activists used voter qualification criteria (the literacy and
understanding clause in the state constitution) to challenge the qualifi-
cations of already registered black voters; they called this campaign
“operation clean-up” (Bartley 1969: 200–201; McMillen 1994: 215–28).
“On the basis of this provision,” Bartley (1969) said, “Council members
in thirteen parishes succeeded in removing some eleven thousand Ne-
groes from the voter lists during the winter of 1956–57, and other
purges followed during the late 1950’s” (p. 201). Councils also harassed
local registrars to “persuade” them to reject black applicants. Following
the enactment of the Civil Rights Act of 1957, council leaders “briefed
parish registrars, district attorneys, sheriffs, and police jury presidents
on ways and means of evading federal voting laws” (McMillen 1994:
225–26). These tactics cemented the social and political influence of the
councils in many southern communities.

Links with the State

In the Deep South, council and government activity often comple-
mented each other. While councils carried out tactics of intimidation—
targeting both blacks and whites—state governments frequently used
their power to defeat prointegration initiatives. State power was con-
sistently oriented to harass organizations and individuals who pursued
integration agendas. A central focus of this campaign was the NAACP.
Southern states employed different harassment tactics against the
NAACP. These included the creation of investigating committees to un-
cover “communist infiltration” in the organization, the dismissal of
state employees who were NAACP members, the biased application of
laws governing tax exemptions, and the attempt to restrict NAACP
freedom to promote litigation. In this way, state authorities waged a
war against the African-American organization, at times shutting down
its activities completely, as in Alabama, Arkansas, and Texas (Bartley
1969: 212–36; McMillen 1994: 269).

Across the South, state and societal actors established strong net-
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works for the promotion of a prosegregation agenda.42 Because the
boundaries between state and society tend to be elusive and fluid, it is
often difficult to identify the limits and interests of state and society as
distinctly separate (see Mitchell 1991; Nugent 1999). In Louisiana, for
example, the Citizens’ Council was a de facto extension of the state’s
Joint Legislative Committee to Maintain Segregation. As Bartley (1969)
explained:

Throughout the decade Council activity outside the New Orleans area was
hardly distinguishable from that of the committee. State Senator William M.
Rainach, chairman of the Joint Legislative Committee, was president of the As-
sociation of Citizens’ Councils of Louisiana. State Representative John Sidney
Garrett, committee spokesman in the lower chamber, became president when
Rainach stepped down. William M. Shaw, general counsel for the legislative
committee, was executive secretary of the state Citizens’ Council organization.
(p. 90)

Networks connecting government officials and anti-integration ac-
tivists blossomed in the 1950s. Congressmen and local authorities ac-
tively collaborated with the councils’ activities—and also joined coun-
cil ranks—in several states. While state authorities and council activists
converged in the effort to mount a vast campaign of legal opposition to
the Brown decision and the intervention of the federal government, they
also succeeded in crushing local defiance. In a context of generalized
white opposition to desegregation, civil society activity (i.e., intense
pressure from the councils) combined with public pressure from state
authorities to create a climate that seriously limited the freedom of dis-
sent in many southern communities (Bartley 1969: 201).43

Close cooperation with legislators and government officials facili-
tated many of the councils’ activities. In Mississippi, the Citizens’
Council established close alliances with policy-makers to the point that
council leaders “so thoroughly blurred distinctions between public and
private authority that they virtually dominated many areas of public
policy” (McMillen 1994: 319). A fine example of council-state coopera-
tion was the propaganda campaign mounted by Mississippi’s Citizens’
Council. Its numerous publications reached vast audiences; by 1956 the
association’s newspaper, The Citizens’ Council, had a monthly circula-
tion of 40,000.44 In early 1957 the council started a weekly telecast in
Jackson. Soon the program began to be broadcast by stations through-
out Mississippi and also in Alabama, Louisiana, Georgia, Texas, and
Virginia. Radio tapes were even more widely distributed. Crucial to this
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rapid expansion was the fact that telecasts were offered at no cost to ra-
dio and TV stations across the country. This was made possible through
the assistance provided by Mississippi’s congressional representatives
in Washington, D.C., who opened the congressional recording studios
to the council for the production of its propaganda series. This kind of
support gave the organization access to a wider national audience and
bolstered its appeal throughout the South (pp. 37–39).45

In contrast, other state actors, especially at the national level, played
a fundamental role in promoting more equitable race relations (with
some important exceptions, as I explain in the next section). Agencies of
the U.S. government, the Supreme Court, and the federal judiciary pro-
moted progressive change at the community level in the South. In sev-
eral ways, which ranged from legal action to laws and federal grants,
national authorities opposed white racism and the inflexibility of south-
ern governments (Button 1989: 235). Several local conflicts, such as
school desegregation battles, were finally decided in federal district
courts. States, as this case illustrates well, pull in multiple directions
(Migdal 1994: 8). Indeed, while citizens confronted each other in the
realm of civil society, political institutions collided over fundamental
questions of citizenship rights—as illustrated by the fierce clashes be-
tween federal and state courts over the implementation of desegrega-
tion rulings.

Antiblack Community Activists in 
the Urban North

The Citizens’ Council movement in the South should not be considered
an anomaly; it was only one outcome of politics that represented
broader patterns in the United States (Gerstle 1995: 579). Massive re-
sistance to racial integration also took place in Detroit, Chicago, and
other northern cities. As explained, the Citizens’ Councils emerged
from the informal networks and associational fabric already present in
southern communities. In turn, the northern homeowners’ movement
to be discussed in this section developed out of close-knit communities,
such as middle- and working-class neighborhoods.

After the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in 1948 that states could not en-
force restrictive covenants (“clauses incorporated into deeds which had
as their intention the maintenance of ‘desirable residential characteris-
tics’ of a neighborhood,” which could stipulate restrictions against cer-
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tain racial, ethnic, or religious groups), blacks in several cities stepped
up their search for better housing in white neighborhoods (Abrams
1955: 170–72; quotation from Sugrue 1996: 44).46 For civil rights organi-
zations, the court’s ruling represented a victory in the fight against
racial discrimination. In Detroit, civil rights groups and city authorities,
later joined by religious organizations, played a central role in contest-
ing the city’s racial divisions, challenging residential segregation, and
establishing the foundation for a vigorous open housing movement
(Davis 1990: 161–63; Sugrue 1996: 182–83, 193).

With the expansion of property ownership among the white work-
ing class, neighborhood associations blossomed from the mid-1940s
through the mid-1960s in number and influence. These “civic,” “pro-
tective,” “improvement,” and “homeowners’” associations came to
constitute a dominant force in Detroit’s public life, overshadowing
other groups and forms of political participation.47 Thus, while blacks
and liberal whites organized to champion housing integration (some-
times with the full support of public officials), they were confronted by
a movement that mobilized tens of thousands of white homeowners
against public housing and open housing in Detroit. Similar associa-
tions whose purpose became the exclusion of blacks from white neigh-
borhoods were active in other cities too, such as Chicago (Abrams 1955:
97, 181; Sugrue 1995: 211, 557, 560, 563, 578; 1996: 207, 209–213).

Originally, the purpose of most of these homeowners’ associations
was not to promote racial exclusion. They were concerned with im-
proving communities and with socialization. But later, neighbors
turned their social capital to the task of protecting their homes from the
threat of black “invasion” (Massey and Denton 1993: 35–36). The
makeup of these groups was diverse, encompassing different ethnic
groups and activists with multiple memberships (Sugrue 1995: 557;
1996: 215; Gerstle 1995: 582). These associations socialized individuals
into cooperative behavior and provided tangible services to their com-
munities.48 They gathered complaints and informed the city of zoning
violations, lobbied for the improvement of public services, organized
social events, disseminated neighborhood news, and promoted safety
and home improvement. The neighborhood was a central part of the
life of white Detroiters, especially among the working classes, and the
idea of homeownership was inseparable from the notion of neighbor-
hood. Strong social ties resulted from physical closeness—small lots, lit-
tle privacy, strong networks of daily sociability—and from common re-
ligious beliefs (neighborhood associations in predominantly Catholic
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communities developed out of parish social groups) (Sugrue 1996: 212–
13).

As judicial challenges to restrictive covenants and other exclusionary
practices multiplied, homeowners turned to collective organization and
the creation of coalitions to expand their influence in city politics (Sug-
rue 1996: 220–21). Bipartisan federated organizations of white home-
owners exerted considerable influence over city officials and political
leaders (Abrams 1955: 183). These groups sought to patrol the selling of
properties to African Americans and to influence the real estate market
in order to discourage blacks from moving into white neighborhoods.
One way to do so was to inflate house values. Also, they lobbied in-
tensely for zoning restrictions and for public investments in their com-
munities to raise property values beyond the means of potential black
buyers. Associations often raised money to buy any property (such as a
vacant home) considered to be appealing to African Americans (Massey
and Denton 1993: 36).

Some groups developed extralegal tactics to fight the legal attacks on
restrictive covenants—they distributed, for instance, “mutual reciprocal
agreements” among homeowners that avoided any reference to exclu-
sion based on race, but in actuality precluded the selling of houses to
blacks. For example, some associations required their members to “sign
a contract promising to sell their houses only through approved real es-
tate brokers and to offer the association the right to match the offer of
any prospective buyer” (Sugrue 1996: 222). Other groups harassed or
boycotted brokers who sold properties to blacks—and sometimes re-
sorted to vandalism against blacks who dared to cross the racial divide
(Massey and Denton 1993: 36; Sugrue 1996: 221, 226, 229). In 1963 the
homeowners’ movement in Detroit launched a proposal to create a
“Homeowners’ Rights Ordinance” that would allow whites to prevent
racial integration in their communities. The proposed ordinance was
framed as a statement on rights guaranteeing freedom to choose one’s
social life and surroundings as well as the right to be free from govern-
ment interference in one’s privacy and the use of one’s property. A year
later the ordinance was approved by 55 percent of the voters, but soon
after it was declared unconstitutional and thus never enforced (Sugrue
1996: 226–27).

Embracing their “whiteness” and their “rights” as citizens, these De-
troit activists worked to prevent the incorporation of blacks into their
communities. Their wealth of social capital was key to their becoming a
major force in Detroit politics. They helped split the Democratic Party
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and managed to get segregationist Republicans elected time and again
(Gerstle 1995: 582). Through civic engagement, alienated white home-
owners exerted a powerful influence over mayoral elections in Detroit.
They also targeted “adversary” city government agencies with great
success. One example was the neighborhood associations’ highly effec-
tive campaign against the city’s race relations agency, the Detroit
Mayor’s Interracial Committee (MIC), which was engaged in an active
defense of the rights of African Americans in Detroit (Sugrue 1995: 569,
573–74; 1996: 191, 224–25; see Abrams 1955: 96, 99).49

With the support of Mayor Albert Cobo (elected in 1949), the home-
owners’ movement obtained key positions in Detroit’s housing, urban
development, and race relations commissions. This close cooperation
with city authorities set up the conditions for a fierce battle within civil
society. The homeowners’ associations identified civil rights organiza-
tions, liberal religious organizations, and prointegration government
officials as their enemies. White homeowners rejected integration as a
project of particular interest groups, claiming that it eroded their rights
as homeowners and thus democratic standards (Sugrue 1996: 222, 224,
226; see Abrams 1955: 97). Interestingly, this perception paralleled the
view held by rural middle-class and urban working-class sectors in the
South, who saw themselves as the major victims of the northern liber-
als’ agenda of social engineering.

Stratified Societies

The problem of black segregation falls within the larger question of so-
cial stratification. In Detroit and other cities, black communities suf-
fered from economic, political, and social inequality.50 Residential seg-
regation was a major element of this bleak picture of exclusion. The
impact of segregation on the well-being of African Americans was thus
a function of structural conditions. In the specific case of housing, resi-
dential mobility for blacks was restricted by systemic obstacles, includ-
ing discrimination in the apportionment of home loans and discrimina-
tory practices by government agencies such as the FHA and by the real
estate business.51 Residential segregation sustained other processes of
racial discrimination that affected the workplace, the interaction of
blacks with government authorities, their power as consumers, and so
on. This form of segregation was crucial in supporting a consistent sys-
tem of subordination based on race.

This system limited the ability of the black population to navigate
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social structures both through the state and in society. For example,
even if African Americans could overcome the FHA discriminatory
practices and obtain a home loan package, real estate agents would not
sell them houses outside “black” areas; and even if they succeeded in
moving into a white neighborhood, they would be received with ha-
rassment, intimidation, and violence by their white “neighbors.” The
series of obstacles black citizens had to face were a structural feature of
the U.S. context (Massey and Denton 1993: 2, 8–11, 49–51; Gotham
2000: 300–307).

In Detroit, changes in economic structures (e.g., plant automation
and deindustrialization), government policies (e.g., federal and local
housing policies), and patterns of social exclusion (e.g., multilayered
forms of racial discrimination that influenced the workplace, residential
opportunities, and so on) yielded winners and losers (Sugrue 1996: 3,
5–9, 122–23). These structural factors had a disproportionately negative
effect on blacks, restricting their rights in various ways (Massey and
Denton 1993: 69). In housing, for example, controlling for education
and occupational status, African Americans could purchase “fewer
goods distributed through housing markets with their income than
other groups” (Rosenblum 1998: 147).

The importance of social stratification as a structural framework il-
luminates the relationship between social inequality and social capital.
Generalized trust and reciprocity across cleavages are not likely to
emerge in a society ripped by conflicts of class or race (Wilson 2001:
226). Most important, social capital is not merely the aggregate of indi-
vidual choices—the decision to cooperate with others—but the out-
come of a complex interaction between structure and agency. In this re-
spect, the cases discussed in this chapter present interesting similarities.
In both Germany and the United States, civil society reflected ongoing
conflicts between social groups—these struggles were played out in
neighborhoods, streets, clubhouses, and other terrains. These examples
show that citizenship does not emerge only through confrontations be-
tween organized citizens and the state, but also through contention
within civil society. This contention, however, may take unusual forms,
as the next section explains.

The “Right” to Segregation

The civic engagement of Detroit white homeowners shows that civic
engagement inimical to democratic norms is not necessarily expressed
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in terms of hate. White homeowners’ associations in Detroit viewed
their purpose as consistent with the values and practices of democracy.
These civic activists saw themselves as defending an inclusive model of
participatory democracy. The protection of one’s home (the most im-
portant investment for the working and middle classes), the defense of
neighborhood and family from crime and the social threats perceived to
be associated with a black invasion (often expressed as sexual fears),
and the emphasis on rights and responsibilities associated with home-
ownership were, for white activists, goals clearly aligned with demo-
cratic participation. For these activists, whiteness, citizenship, and pa-
triotism were interrelated values (Sugrue 1996: 211–12, 216–17; Hirsch
1983: 196; McMillen 1994: 185–86).

Other confrontations over civil rights in the United States displayed
similar characteristics. For instance, white resistance to busing in the
1970s—which united concerned parents to defend their “alienated
rights”—blossomed in Boston and other cities. Antibusing sentiment
permeated most realms of white civic life—from bumper stickers to
massive petitions to local newspapers (Weisbrot 1990: 288–91). For
many white citizens, defending their neighborhoods and schools was a
way of protecting their communities, their country, and their freedom.
For them, this type of civic engagement was a civic duty. As an activist
in Charlotte, North Carolina, put it: “I served in Korea, I served in Viet-
nam, and I’ll serve in Charlotte if I need to” (p. 289).52 These partici-
pants saw themselves as fulfilling the democratic responsibility of pro-
tecting their rights as citizens.

To the anti-integration activists, homeownership was intertwined
with the notion of entitlement (Arnesen 1998: 46). Homeowners shared
a common identity; homeownership was the “glue” that brought to-
gether whites across ethnic and class cleavages. Their mentality as a
group triggered both a sense of “inclusiveness” (originating in owner-
ship) and racial fears. For them, a home was more than just an invest-
ment: it was “the repository of family values and the center of commu-
nity life” (Sugrue 1996: 213). A well-kept home and lawn represented
not only a sound investment—the value of a house depended on others
in the neighborhood—but also signified membership in the middle
class (Rosenblum 1998: 119).53

One of the most interesting dimensions of Detroit’s homeowners’
movement was the discourse employed by these participants. This was
a discourse centered on rights, linking homeownership to citizenship.
While affirming their rights, white activists emphasized the perceived
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unfairness of state-enforced integration: they viewed themselves as
good citizens (patriotic, anticommunist, hard-working Americans)
who were victims of black activists and a social engineering project
promoted by white elites at the commanding heights of the state. The
discourse of neighborhood associations bound notions of rights, citi-
zenship, and patriotism together into an effective rhetoric of demand-
making. Interestingly, voicing demands in the language of rights was
part of a broader process of empowerment of social actors initiated by
postwar New Deal policies. While blacks demanded equal access to
employment and housing as a right of citizenship, whites organized to
defend their right to live in segregated communities. The notion of
homeowners’ rights was based on the assumption that citizens had
been promised “racial homogeneity” by the government. As a “gov-
ernment-sanctioned” right, the abandonment of segregation repre-
sented a broken promise. Trust between represented and representa-
tives was eroded, and therefore civic mobilization became a major,
alternative way for white homeowners to defend their rights (Sugrue
1995: 564–66, 568; 1996: 10, 218–19, 225–26).

As already mentioned, neighborhood associations were endowed
with high levels of social capital, which was the result of a reserve of so-
cial trust—a particularized form of trust—developed over time in these
communities. These cases reveal that the production of social capital
was not connected to democratic objectives. This is a fundamental revi-
sion of accepted views on the positive relationship between social cap-
ital and democratic outcomes. Indeed, as these cases have shown, social
capital can serve as a lubricant for the transmission of antisystem ideas,
as in Weimar Germany, or it may provide cohesion for collective action
to prevent the expansion of rights for other social groups, as in the
United States.

Chicago and Los Angeles

The undemocratic associational activity that characterized Detroit in
the postwar years existed in other areas of the urban North too. In
Chicago, groups of white homeowners mobilized, sometimes violently,
against the establishment of African-American families in their neigh-
borhoods—as in Chicago’s Trumbull Park in the early 1950s. Empha-
sizing their rights to “racial homogeneity,” antidesegregation activists
in Chicago’s ethnic neighborhoods organized to preserve the “white-
ness” of their communities—“White People Must Control Their Own
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Communities” was a popular slogan among these groups (Abrams
1955: 182, 184; Hirsch 1995: 548). Supported by homeowners and local
businesses, groups such as Chicago’s Southtown Planning Association
urged whites to “Choose Your Neighbor” (Abrams 1955: 188).54

The Supreme Court’s 1948 ruling was followed by a wave of associ-
ational activity in Chicago, where resistance to public housing became
a unifying force among white homeowners. Residents’ associations,
community newspapers, and other local institutions converged around
the antidesegregation effort. They sought the support of government
officials, the police, churches, and other local civic organizations
(Abrams 1955: 185–88). As in Detroit, associations lobbied for zoning
ordinances that would contain no direct reference to race, but that nev-
ertheless would exclude blacks from white neighborhoods. Whites mo-
bilized to defend not only the value of their homes but also community
life. The residents of Trumbull Park, as the South Deering Bulletin put it
at the time, were fighting for the defense of the neighborhood’s “prop-
erty values, its morals, its children’s future, . . . [and] the future of the
older set who . . . cannot run away to a new neighborhood and start all
over again” (as quoted in Hirsch 1983: 194). According to a 1955 study,

The migration of minorities prompted many of these organizations to mobilize
against possible intruders or to oust minorities who have already settled. Meet-
ings are now called by them to arouse owners to the “perils of invasion,” urge
them not to sell or rent to minorities, exert moral pressures and sanctions
against owners who have done so, and often engage in intimidation and vio-
lence. They are also an important factor in the discouragement of builders from
venturing into minority housing. (Abrams 1955: 181–82)

As in Detroit, whites’ reaction against integration was primarily
nourished by fear of the breakdown of their communities. If the intro-
duction of blacks into white neighborhoods entailed the disintegration
of traditional communities and loss of property values, then whites
would be forced to move to the suburbs, which many of them (particu-
larly immigrants) viewed as a threat to their livelihood and social life.
“Communities like South Deering displayed close ties between resi-
dence and jobs, and the loss of the former, many steelworkers believed,
meant the loss of the latter,” Arnold Hirsch (1983) explained. “And the
dispersal of the traditional neighborhood threatened extended kinship
networks (especially the links between aging parents and their chil-
dren) and provided the prospect of ‘isolation, loneliness, and insecu-
rity’” (p. 196). As perceived by white homeowners, the level of the
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threat posed by African Americans provided them with a strong moti-
vation for organization.

Similar antiblack mobilization at the grassroots level emerged in
Washington, D.C., Baltimore, Miami, Houston, San Francisco, and Los
Angeles (Abrams 1955: 184–85). In Los Angeles, homeowners’ associa-
tions acting as enforcers of deed restrictions (or restrictive covenants)
and engines of “block restrictions” played a key role in insulating white
middle classes from the threat of minority invasion, thus safeguarding
social and racial uniformity in suburban areas. In southern California,
this process started during World War I and acquired greater relevance
in the 1920s when homeowners’ associations channeled white activism
against attempts by African Americans to purchase homes in white
neighborhoods. In the 1920s, the combination of deed restrictions and
block restrictions secured for whites 95 percent of Los Angeles’s avail-
able housing. During World War II, pressures for access to housing out-
side of the Los Angeles ghetto intensified as black workers moved to
the area. As in Detroit and Chicago, black access to white neighbor-
hoods was strongly contested by homeowners’ associations (Davis
1990: 161–63).

From the 1920s to the 1960s, homeowners’ associations in southern
California were mostly concerned with the establishment of residential
communities of single-family homes characterized by racial and eco-
nomic homogeneity. Beginning in the mid-1950s, their attention cen-
tered on the protection of suburban neighborhoods as enclaves pro-
tected not only from industrial, apartment, and office buildings, but
also from minorities. These homeowners’ groups did not resort to a
racist discourse; instead they employed a discourse of “urban environ-
mentalism” to defend their communities. White homeowners organ-
ized and mobilized to defend their property as well as “a way of life,”
and in doing so they were struggling to limit the expansion of rights for
blacks (Davis 1990: 169–70).

Along with industrial lobbies and public sector labor unions, associ-
ations of middle- and upper-class white homeowners supported the
process of municipal incorporation and fiscal zoning.55 The wealthy
were able to make demands more effectively than other groups be-
cause, among other reasons, they succeeded in creating powerful
homeowners’ associations that arranged the incorporation of their com-
munities. Economic and political resources mattered because most in-
corporations were based on “the existence of a sharp gradient of home
values between the inclusive community and the area intended for ex-
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clusion” (Davis 1990: 166–67). The result of this massive organizational
movement was a broadening of the race and class disparities in the Los
Angeles area—expressed, for example, in residential segregation and
housing shortages for minorities.

Effectively organized, middle- and upper-class homeowners ob-
tained the right to incorporate their suburban communities with zoning
authority and control over the use of land without the load of public ex-
penses commensurate with those of older urban areas. This meant that
communities of well-off citizens were allowed to get their public serv-
ices at prices below the standard cost. Thus all taxpayers in a given
county would indirectly subsidize all vital services for middle- and up-
per-class communities. These neighborhoods also utilized zoning as an
exclusionary mechanism to limit the entrance of minorities. This type of
incorporation had a negative impact on the tax resources of Los Ange-
les. As a result, it triggered intense conflicts between well-off home-
owners in the suburbs and a rising underprivileged population in the
inner city which relied on public services (Davis 1990: 165–67, 169;
Rosenblum 1998: 141–42). As in other cities, civil society organizations
of well-off homeowners became a fundamental vehicle for the promo-
tion of their interests at the expense of those of less-privileged citizens
without the resources, capacities, and above all, social capital, for effec-
tive organization.

Gated Communities

Patterns of spatial differentiation and separation between social groups
built in the urban environment constitute an important phenomenon in
the United States and, increasingly, in other countries. Seeking to es-
cape crime, social ills, and government inefficiency, millions of home-
owners have opted to live in gated communities. This massive process
of spatial reengineering, which has transformed major U.S. urban and
suburban areas, has its roots in historical trends of racism and racial
segregation (Low 2001: 46; Webster 2001). Gated communities are “res-
idential areas with restricted access in which normally public spaces are
privatized. They are security developments with designated perime-
ters, usually walls or fences, and controlled entrances that are intended
to prevent penetration by nonresidents” (Blakely and Snyder 1997: 2).
A brief look at gated communities in the United States shifts the em-
phasis to the cleavage of class.

Following their emergence in the 1960s and 1970s as residential al-
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ternatives for middle-class retirees, gated communities became increas-
ingly popular, first among the wealthy and, since the end of the 1980s,
among the middle class. Appealing to fears about street crime and
other urban ills engulfing the city and older suburbs, gated communi-
ties became an attractive form of community for middle-class home-
owners. Spatial separation also gained appeal among lower-income
populations, who have increasingly turned to physical barriers to shut
out crime and violence from their neighborhoods (Blakely and Snyder
1997: 102–5, 114–17).56 Still, gated communities represent a middle- and
upper-class phenomenon, even in California, which contains the high-
est number of gated communities (indeed, Los Angeles has one of the
highest concentrations of gated communities in the country) (pp. 4–7).
This phenomenon has steadily grown in the last two decades. Accord-
ing to the Census Bureau’s 2001 American Housing Survey, approxi-
mately 6 percent of all U.S. households (more than 7 million) are in res-
idential developments separated by walls, fences, and security
mechanisms.

Gated communities are typically run by homeowners’ associations,
which help guarantee social uniformity as a way to protect residential
values.57 Increasingly, in California and other states, gated communities
resort to “civic secession” from a city or county. This model, which al-
lows the “winners” to separate themselves from the “losers,” has a
number of implications pertaining to social interaction, urban services,
fiscal and environmental interests, crime control, and local governance.
For instance, “the new jurisdictions can pass regulatory ordinances that
restrict new entrants.” They can also “direct publicly collected taxes to
locally specific goals rather than allowing them to be used over a larger
area” (Blakely and Snyder 1997: 25).

While this type of community may create strong networks of trust
and reciprocity among members, they “impose a variety of harms on
nonmembers, who are affected by exclusion, discrimination, and a dis-
integrating tax base” (Kennedy 1995: 793). Nonmembers not only lose
access to public spaces, but they also “must forfeit their right to live in
certain areas, their right to move about freely, their constitutional guar-
antees of equal protection and due process, and their right to a fair
share of the public fisc” (p. 767).

Beyond the restrictions imposed on rights, some authors have ar-
gued that the growth of “walls, gates and guards produces a land-
scape that encodes class relations and residential ... segregation more
permanently in the built environment” (Low 2001: 45). In this sense,
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gated communities generate new patterns of residential segregation
and reinforce social exclusion and existing cleavages in society. The
barriers imposed by these communities, which express socioeconomic
inequalities and various forms of prejudice, are strengthened by
“planning practices and policing, implemented by zoning laws and
regulations, and subsidized by businesses and banks” (pp. 45–46, quo-
tation on 47).

Gated communities and other residential enclaves (for example, in
São Paulo, Brazil, where the rich live in “fortified” residential com-
plexes close to the poor) shape the production and orientations of social
capital. For example, the process of spatial segregation in urban and
suburban areas has implications for social interaction: it promotes a
“public sphere that accentuates class differences and strategies of sepa-
ration” because it promises, for instance, “total security” for some
(Caldeira 2000: 213, 215, 266). The presence of “monitored spaces for
residence, consumption, leisure, and work” shapes public space, net-
works of trust, access to resources, and people’s cognitive maps of
everyday social relationships (pp. 213–14). It is difficult to imagine how
social capital produced within these spaces—indeed, within walls—can
be aggregated into broader networks of generalized trust and reciproc-
ity. In many ways, intra-urban boundaries imposed by “fortified en-
claves” and “golden ghettos” define a new type of border at the subna-
tional level that sets winners and losers apart from each other (Holston
and Appadurai 1999: 16; see Svampa 2001; Low 2003).

Resistance to Busing in Boston

A brief look at antibusing organizing, with a focus on the city of Boston
(where the movement was sustained and intense), completes the analy-
sis of the U.S. case. This example, which returns to the racial divide and
anti-integration efforts, offers another viewpoint to understand how
defensive postures in civil society can lead to undemocratic disposi-
tions (and sometimes even violence) among participants. The case of
Boston highlights the importance of ethnic cleavages in society and
their interaction with political decisions perceived as illegitimate by so-
cial groups. The cleavage between Irish Americans and the white
Protestant majority in Massachusetts dominated the struggle against
desegregation. Because of previous discrimination, Catholic Irish
Americans in Boston had “a much higher level of resentment against
the elite power structure, and school desegregation was regarded as an
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assault by this power structure” (Taylor 1998: 6). Like other grassroots
movements of the 1970s, the antibusing movement reflected “rampant
citizen alienation from impersonal government, drawing on an in-
grained, deeply felt sense of injustice, unfairness, and deprivation of
rights” (Formisano 1991: 3).

There was a measurable rift between the Irish-American politicians
who dominated the city of Boston and the white Protestant politicians
who dominated the judicial power structure of the state. Irish-Ameri-
can neighborhoods in particular resented the order for integrated bus-
ing and saw the action as interference by elites (Taylor 1998: 167–69).
The perception among anti-integration Irish activists was that their
rights were being violated “by a hostile power structure that was try-
ing to victimize the Irish community by imposing unwanted reforms”
(p. 168). Feeling discriminated against, they resented the liberal re-
formers who, in their view, sought to burden the Irish-Catholic com-
munity with the costs of redressing what these outsiders perceived as
social ills and imbalances (p. 169). Indeed, working-class groups, Irish
Americans in particular, who rebelled against the integration plan im-
posed by the federal courts, resented not so much the black commu-
nity, whom they saw as mere pawns in this power struggle, but the
outsider political establishment that sought to impose social dictates
upon them (pp. 206–7).

Thus, antibusing resistance was, to a large extent, fueled by the per-
ception of ethnic groups that they were being forced by out-of-touch
suburbanite politicians and judges to take part in a social experiment
whose effects the latter could comfortably escape (Taylor 1998: 67–83,
168–69). Residents saw in this kind of social restructuring an inappro-
priate, unnecessary, and intrusive role for the government. Frustration
with “the media, liberals, and the establishment connected also to a
widespread distrust of politicians and alienation from politics,” which
supported confrontational, intolerant, and sometimes violent forms of
organizing (Formisano 1991: 158). In fact, many leaders and activists of
the antibusing movement did not see this issue as different from a num-
ber of other “reforms” that white Protestants had tried to impose upon
them before.58 As noted, other groups opposed to school and residential
desegregation in the United States had a similar reaction to externally
promoted social engineering.

The ethnic enclave of South Boston (as well as Charlestown, East
Boston, and the North End) provided working-class residents a “de-
fended neighborhood,” that is, a community in which “most inhabi-
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tants feel personally safe and interact with neighbors on a relatively in-
timate basis” (Buell 1982: 7). These tightly knit and highly homoge-
neous communities bred parochialism, particularistic trust and suspi-
cion of outsiders, and strong resistance to change long before the
federal courts decided to employ integrated busing as a way to attack
discrimination in public schools (p. 55). Civil society activity was a fun-
damental vehicle for the intense defense mounted against unacceptable
change.

The core of the antibusing movement was South Boston, where the
city’s most effective antibusing group originated. Restore Our Alien-
ated Rights (ROAR) was established in 1974 in response to the federal
court ruling that ordered mandatory busing. The group organized to
resist the judicial decision and quickly began efforts to get it over-
turned. ROAR staged a number of successful boycotts (especially in
South Boston, Hyde Park, and East Boston) in response to what they re-
garded as “judicial tyranny” (Formisano 1991: 75; Taylor 1998: 85–88).
ROAR and similar groups used tactics ranging from civil disobedience
to violence. For the most part, they held marches, rallies, boycotts, sit-
ins, sleep-ins, motorcades, and demonstrations. Some radical splinter
groups resorted to violence (e.g., destruction of public and private
property and various forms of harassment) to promote the antibusing
cause (Formisano 1991: 143). At the same time, the group provided
members “a sense of community, with meetings bubbling with con-
viviality, singing, and socializing” (pp. 158–59). Existing organizations,
such as labor unions, supported ROAR and other groups in the an-
tibusing resistance. Initially, ROAR functioned as a bridge uniting Ital-
ians and Irish Americans, but ultimately rifts developed as a result of
leadership struggles and a highly confrontational style, among other
factors (pp. 83–84, 160).

In brief, the antibusing movement shows that underlying racial and
ethnic tensions—part of the societal context—galvanized average citi-
zens over shared opposition agendas. However, when seen in tandem
with the previous analysis, it becomes clear that virulent racism was
not always the driving force behind the dark side of civil society. Ethnic
cleavages within the white community and other factors that defined a
“defensive” posture among activists (such as the desire to safeguard
their neighborhoods from outside influence) also shaped civil society
activity in cities such as Boston.

The defensive actions against school busing also show how identity
influences the character of associational life. In Boston, for example,
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working-class Irish Americans identified themselves as a minority
group rather than as part of the white majority (Buell 1982: 54–56). The
perception of this separate identity is well illustrated in the intense
struggle over South Boston High. Despite its rundown structures and
poorly equipped classrooms, the school was valued by its working-
class residents. For them, “the high school functioned as a socializing
experience, reinforcing neighborhood values and identity” (Formisano
1991: 115). The fierce struggle over busing at this school went beyond
racial separation: neighbors organized to defend their own enclave
from outside interference. Boston public schools (or an expensive pri-
vate school) were the only option for those who could not afford to flee
to the suburbs (Buell 1982: 152–54)

The Boston press (e.g., the Boston Globe) called attention to the activ-
ities of the antibusing movement, conveying “an inflated view of the
costs of desegregation”—for example, by covering violent incidents in
particular—and thus influencing the public against integration (Taylor
1998: 84–85). According to observers at the time, the national media, in
turn, painted the antibusing mobilization in general and Manichean
terms, without attention to the real motivations of protesters, their
background, and the actual characteristics of their communities (pp.
83–85).

Conclusion

Undemocratic civic engagement can take different forms. In this chap-
ter I have analyzed patterns of associational activity whose effect was
inimical to democracy by looking at the intersections between social
cleavages, political conditions, and their link to civic engagement.
Events in Weimar Germany challenge the assumption that civil society
necessarily leads to democracy. As Max Weber argued in the late nine-
teenth century: “The quantitative spread of organizational life does not
always go hand in hand with its qualitative significance” (quoted in
Koshar 1986a: 4). Active involvement in social clubs and other volun-
tary associations, work-based networks, religious organizations, and
informal social connections may be linked to the production of social
capital, but there is nothing inherent in these dimensions of civic en-
gagement that connects them to democratic outcomes. In the Weimar
Republic, Nazi voters and supporters (outside of the party’s activist
core) were not ideological zealots. The growth of the Nazi project was
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facilitated, using Putnam’s (2000) terminology, by both machers and
schmoozers (pp. 93–95). “In Yiddish,” Putnam explains, “men and
women who invest lots of time in formal organizations are often
termed machers—that is, people who make things happen in the com-
munity. By contrast, those who spend many hours in informal conver-
sation and communion are termed schmoozers” (p. 93). Weimar citizens
organized at an unprecedented rate, leadership skills became available
to wider sectors of the public, and membership in voluntary organiza-
tions increased dramatically, but German machers and schmoozers con-
veyed antipolitical beliefs and antidemocratic ideas (see Koshar 1986a:
161, 276). German civic activists built networks of reciprocity and so-
ciability, but these networks did not produce democratic results.

The analysis of civic engagement requires that we understand not
only political processes at the level of the state, but also social processes
pertaining to the unmaking (and remaking) of collective identities and
social boundaries (across class and other social cleavages) (Koshar
1986a: 282). Berman (1997b), for example, has argued that one “factor to
examine in determining when civil society activity will bolster or
weaken a democratic regime . . . is the political context within which
that activity unfolds” (p. 567). Emphasizing the importance of strong
political institutions for successful governance, Berman focused on in-
stitutional variables in her assessment of the impact of context on civil
society activity. However, the political sphere (e.g., political institution-
alization) does not account for the interaction between conflicts in soci-
ety and the characteristics of the political regime, which in turn influ-
ences patterns of civic engagement. As the case of Germany illustrates,
the intersections of class, gender, ethnicity, religion, and age—analyzed
in light of the broader political context—are critical to understanding
participation in civil society. This is a case in which civil society con-
tributed to corroding democracy to the point of its breakdown in a con-
text of fragile political institutionalization, heightened social polariza-
tion, and severe economic dislocations. By contributing to (rather than
breaking) a “vicious circle,” civil society offered a venue for disaffected
citizens and this participation in turn deepened their dissatisfaction
with political institutions, hardened their grievances, and made them
more willing to support antisystem solutions.

The conflict over desegregation in the United States illustrates how,
under certain circumstances, organized citizens opposed efforts by
other sectors of civil society and segments of the state to democratize
society and expand citizenship rights for excluded populations. While

The “Serpent’s Egg”: Civil Society’s Dark Side 99



the civil rights movement pressed for democratization, organized white
resistance attempted to maintain the status quo and impede changes in
race relations.59 The movement of resistance to desegregation shows
that conflicts over the democratization of social relations are often
waged in civil society. In sum, this is a case of a sector of civil society
undercutting the democratic character of a liberal state.

Resistance to racial equality movements defended a system that per-
petuated inequality. Specifically, the promotion of racism is not just a
matter of hatred, but “rather the defense of a system from which ad-
vantage is derived on the basis of race” (Wellman 1993: 210, cited in
Nelson 1996: 358). In this respect, when social capital is produced in op-
position to a redistribution of power in society, then such capital and
the civic networks creating it are likely to maintain—and possibly in-
tensify—social disparities.

Studies of civil society have paid little attention to the exclusionary
dispositions of groups and communities in general (Sugrue 1998: 61).
As explained, sometimes the expansion of rights for marginalized sec-
tors is perceived by other groups as an infringement upon their rights.
Examples of this type of counterdemocratic civic engagement were not
restricted to the U.S. South, as most accounts of the myth of post–World
War II “liberal consensus” have argued (Gerstle 1995: 579). Northern
grassroots activity against desegregation demonstrates that the Citi-
zens’ Councils in the South cannot be considered an “anomaly.” As in
Detroit and Boston, the creation of community often involved the erec-
tion of territorial, economic, or political borders aimed at insulating so-
cial sectors perceived as a threat to dominant collective identities. The
more recent gated communities are new forms in which these borders
are built.

The political attitudes, votes, and organized actions of antidesegre-
gation white groups in the urban North restricted the process of demo-
cratic change in the 1950s, opposed the civil rights movement, and lim-
ited the expansion of citizenship rights to blacks. In Detroit, the
networks of working- and middle-class whites, which mobilized to pre-
vent African Americans from moving into their communities, devel-
oped into one of the most powerful civic movements in the history of
that city (Sugrue 1995: 551, 557–58). The risk of diminished home val-
ues as a result of changes in a neighborhood’s racial composition gave
them a strong motivation to mobilize. Employing a seemingly “demo-
cratic” repertoire of activities, organizational models, and discourse,
these civic activists defended what they considered the “right” of
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whites to live in segregated neighborhoods. In southern California,
homeowners’ associations fostered the rise of suburban communities
marked by racial and class exclusionism. Affluent homeowners organ-
ized to defend their privileges under the banner of “home values and
neighbor exclusivity.” Suburban incorporation as a form of “sepa-
ratism” benefited privileged groups (e.g., by lowering their public ex-
penditures) at the expense of less-affluent minorities and entailed the
creation of communities empowered to make authoritative decisions
over zoning and the use of land (Davis 1990: 153, 158–59, 164–66). As
noted in the discussion of gated communities, this form of organization
can deepen social fragmentation and even inflict damage on nonmem-
bers, ranging from discrimination to a deteriorating tax base.

Confrontations in civil society do not only entail clashes between co-
hesive groups. The interaction of gender and ethnicity/religion in the
German women’s movement before Nazi totalitarianism illustrates
how social cleavages triggered divisions and conflicts within civil soci-
ety, leading to dramatic shifts in the allegiance of different social
groups. In the United States rifts, tensions, and competing interests split
blacks, as race intersected with class or occupational divisions. In De-
troit, class cleavages within the black community helped perpetuate in-
equality patterns. While civic organizations such as the NAACP and
the Urban League challenged the government, industries, and labor
unions over workplace and housing equality issues, many well-off
African Americans actively opposed, along with white homeowners,
public housing projects, and when possible they moved to peripheral
areas to escape all-black neighborhoods (Sugrue 1996: 12; 1998: 61).
Thus, while race solidarity sustained collective action for civil rights,
common class interests across racial divisions served as a basis for or-
ganization oriented toward the social exclusion of underprivileged
blacks. As noted earlier, the perception of African-American homeown-
ers with respect to underprivileged groups (the poor blacks included) is
another aspect that illuminates the problem of cleavages, identity for-
mation, and their interaction with association.

White reaction to integration varied across ethnic/religious di-
vides.60 Detroit’s Jewish neighborhoods responded to changes in racial
composition in a different way than Catholics did. Jewish residents,
though still espousing racial prejudices, showed a relatively flexible at-
titude regarding blacks as neighbors. A combination of factors ac-
counted for the different reactions of largely Jewish neighborhoods and
their Catholic counterparts—a higher rate of renters, a lower level of
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geographic attachment to Jewish institutions, and a commonly sup-
portive attitude toward civil rights (Sugrue 1996: 242–45). Though we
can only hypothesize on this matter, the Jews’ own experience of dis-
crimination did not result in higher levels of resistance to integration
with blacks, in contrast to the case of Irish American neighborhoods in
Boston. It is possible that Jewish neighborhoods, with a lower rate of
homeownership and less territorial attachment to centers of commu-
nity life, did not fear that racial integration could translate into a dra-
matic change in their lives, personally or financially (p. 244).

The case studies presented here reveal two analytical truths. First,
the case of Weimar Germany shows that the civil society–democracy
connection must be considered in concert with the mechanisms associ-
ated with civic engagement. Critics of the neo-Tocquevillean perspec-
tive have emphasized that this approach does not explain what mecha-
nisms link the production of social capital to democratic outcomes. But
as the case-study literature on Weimar has revealed, the Nazi project
was transmitted mainly through networks of trust embedded in formal
and informal interactions at the local level (Koshar 1986b: 29). Cross-af-
filiations linked the NSDAP to civic groups and helped in the diffusion
of the Nazi project by providing direct inroads into local social life.61

The swift growth of the Nazis’ popularity was largely explained by
the role that grassroots networks played in the dissemination of Na-
tional Socialist ideas. Indeed, “word of mouth propaganda” was much
more important than any partisan campaign because it was carried by
individuals who could be trusted, and it took place in ordinary, famil-
iar places such as home, the workplace, and the local tavern. Trusted
doctors, neighbors, and fellow club members presented the Nazi proj-
ect as a suitable political alternative to the traditional parties of the
bourgeoisie, fierce interest-group competition, and unpatriotic politics
(Koshar 1986a: 284). In the United States, the efforts to organize council
chapters in opposition to civil rights rulings were abetted by the social
connections of average civic activists: Rotarians, Civitans, and Kiwani-
ans, among others (Bartley 1995: 201). The Citizens’ Councils also made
effective use of informal social networks to mobilize members and re-
sources.

Although people’s social networks transmit attitudes and behaviors
across society, these mechanisms do not guarantee democratic results;
in fact, they produce different results in different settings.62 As Rosen-
blum (1998) has argued, the orientations of civil society cannot be pre-
dicted on the basis of associational features such as decision-making
structures (pp. 155–56). An exclusive focus on associational life does
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not allow one to determine which direction the dispositions nurtured in
civil society will take.

Second, civil society plays an important role in the confrontation be-
tween winners and losers, as illustrated by the dispute between blacks,
who demanded more rights, and white homeowners, who fought to
preserve their hard-won position in the urban environment. If we do
not take these inequalities into consideration—and just examine the
link between civil society and democracy without attention to con-
text—then crucial cases such as the vast white grassroots mobilization
against racial integration in the United States are pushed to the margins
as mere outliers. More broadly, we cannot disregard institutional and
economic conditions, government policies, and embedded social and
cultural dynamics in the analysis of organizational patterns and their
objectives. As the example of antibusing resistance illustrates, short-
term defensive actions against policies may respond to long-term pat-
terns of discrimination against certain communities (such as Boston’s
Irish-Catholic population) and not, primarily, to virulent or violent
racism against African Americans. The examples provided here make
the case for this contextually embedded analysis of civil society activity.
More research will allow us to understand other nuances of this com-
plex question.

The process of defending and expanding rights implies conflict, and
thus civil society emerges as a pivotal field in the struggle to define cit-
izenship rights and political agendas. As the case of the neighborhood
movements in the United States has illustrated, civil society groups
may generate a discourse on the notion of rights, but it may be inher-
ently antipluralistic and intolerant. Indeed, organized average citizens
can perceive that “civil rights for blacks were won only at the expense
of white rights” (Sugrue 1995: 567; 1998: 61). Thus, rather than looking
at civil society as a pristine reservoir of democracy, we should look at it
as a realm where major conflicts over the definition and meaning of
civil, social, and political rights are played out—sometimes with an ac-
tive presence of the state and other times at the periphery of institu-
tionalized politics.

There are, of course, other wrinkles in this analysis. The next two
chapters address some of them by examining a third-wave democracy,
Argentina. Employing a multimethod approach that seeks to capture
the diversity of associational life, I explore whether and how civil soci-
ety influences democracy in a context also found in many other new
democracies around the world. As I will show, the findings are intrigu-
ing.
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argentina was among the first in Latin America to make the transi-
tion to democracy as part of the “third wave” of democratization that
began in southern Europe in the mid-1970s and then expanded
throughout the world. The demonstration effects of Argentina’s democ-
racy, particularly in the context of the global changes triggered by the
third wave, have had a special impact in the Latin American context. As
of this writing in 2003—when Argentina is struggling with the impact
of an unprecedented socioeconomic and political crisis—the country
has revealed the various dangers and problems that arise throughout
transition and post-transition processes.1 In this respect, Argentina con-
tinues to be an important test case for examining the nuances of “mak-
ing democracy work.” A study of civil society and its relationship with
democracy in this country provides lessons that can be applied to other
Latin American nations and to third-wave democracies in other regions
as well.

This chapter first describes recent contextual trends and patterns in
Argentina so as to provide some empirical background for the case
analysis in Chapter 4. Then it outlines a map of civil society and identi-
fies the organizations included in my ethnographic study and some rel-
evant methodological aspects of the fieldwork. Chapter 4 introduces
the questions, hypotheses, and conceptual categories that guide the
empirical analysis (which employs data drawn from ethnographic field
research, public opinion polls, congressional activity, and other sources)
and presents my findings regarding the relationship between civil soci-
ety activity and democratization.

chapter

Association and Context in 
a Third-wave Democracy

3



Broadly, the data show that civic engagement in Argentina simulta-
neously facilitates and hinders democratization. When the effect of
civic engagement is assessed at different levels—for example, individ-
ual and institutional—one can see that the contribution of civil society
to democratic politics and practices amid a weak rule of law and in-
creasing levels of social stratification is paradoxical at best. The role of
civic engagement in the development of democratic dispositions and
individual capacities is not as positive and universal as neo-Tocquevil-
leans have argued. Moreover, the potential of civil society to support
the equal defense of interests in the public realm and individual rights
guarantees is seriously constrained when access to justice is limited and
when there are high levels of violence, widespread corruption, and a
vast gap between the letter of the law and its implementation.

Recent Trends

This section briefly discusses four topics that provide a background for
my discussion of association and context in democratic Argentina: first,
the social movement that resisted the military regime’s human rights
violations and then demanded truth and justice for those crimes; sec-
ond, the underlying authoritarianism in some sectors of Argentine so-
ciety, particularly during the last period of authoritarian rule; third, eco-
nomic inequality and the growing gap between rich and poor, as well
as the decline of the middle class; finally, the rising crime rates and the
government’s response to this pressing issue. I then examine the vary-
ing effectiveness of the rule of law at the state level, in state-society re-
lations, and in interactions within society.

The Human Rights Movement

The explosion of social movements during the demise of authoritarian-
ism and the transition to democracy in Latin America received vast at-
tention from students of the region, who viewed these movements as
evidence of the critical role of popular organizational activity in pro-
cesses of democratization. As Latin American countries went through
democratic transitions in the 1980s, contentious actions emerged in the
region, generated not only by traditional labor unions, but also by new
movements of women, peasants, relatives and victims of state repres-
sion, squatters, gays and lesbians, environmentally concerned citizens,
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and so on. The region developed, in the eyes of many observers, a
“movement society” populated by highly mobilized social actors com-
mitted to political and social transformation. By most accounts, the
sphere of social movements became a central arena of civil society.

The interplay between society and state changed dramatically in the
new democratic setting. The weakening and collapse of authoritarian
regimes brought freedoms that stimulated popular mobilization, but
some of the conditions that had facilitated mobilization—such as the
social cooperation that resulted from a struggle against a common ad-
versary (the authoritarian state), the space for competing ideologies in
coalitions opposed to the regime, and the effectiveness of expressive ac-
tions that appealed to moralistic and universal notions (such as human
rights)—changed substantially under the new political structures. So-
cial actors needed to find new motivations, contenders, repertoires, and
audiences to advance their interests and demands (Roberts 1997: 140;
Brysk 1994: 156–57, 164; Krygier 1997: 75–76).

As Alison Brysk (1994) found in the case of Argentina’s human rights
movement (which emerged in response to the repression launched by
the military dictatorship of 1976–83), the effectiveness of this social
movement was sometimes greater during the transition than during the
everyday interaction with political institutions after the transition was
completed. Indeed, as she noted, this social movement, like others in
Eastern Europe, found it hard to move from opposition against author-
itarianism to participation in democratic politics. Even though the hu-
man rights movement in Argentina successfully disseminated a dis-
course of human rights in the public sphere, it was unable to prompt
institutional changes that would have transformed the organization of
state power in Argentina (Brysk 1994: 21, 108, 136).2

Indeed, a nondemocratic regime establishes conditions that will not
be replicated in a democratic system. It has been argued that changes at
the level of the regime affect the nature of civic engagement. For in-
stance, when confronting a totalitarian state, as happened in Poland
during the development and zenith of Solidarity, coordinated group ac-
tion in civil society was facilitated by a well-defined enemy: the state.
Once the communist system collapsed, the character of civil society
changed. The social coordination facilitated by a single, common en-
emy dissipated, as did the capacity of the movement to include a mul-
tiplicity of ideologies without undermining its organizational strength.
Indeed, competing ideologies can become incompatible when the op-
ponent is not so clearly defined (Krygier 1997: 75–76, 78). Once a tran-
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sition to democracy is completed, the nature of civic participation often
changes substantially because antistate strategies tend to lose their ef-
fectiveness and civic coalitions often break up (Brysk 1994: 22, 90, 160).
Under some conditions, civil society—acting as a “counterweight” to a
democratic state—may grow increasingly hostile to state forces, thus
becoming a “burden” to democratic governance (Foley and Edwards
1996: 39; Krygier 1997: 81).

What happened to Argentina’s human rights movement from the
mid-1980s to the end of the 1990s? First, public attention shifted to
other issues, mainly the serious economic crisis of the late 1980s. Also,
the public was wary of taking too much power away from the security
forces amid sociopolitical uncertainty. Second, the human rights move-
ment was weakened by some of its initial strengths: a strong and res-
olute leadership, a focus on non-negotiable demands, and an emphasis
on symbolic strategies of protest. Later, these same features limited the
movement’s capacity to establish cross-sectoral alliances and to bargain
with democratic state institutions. The ability of human rights organi-
zations to maintain, strengthen, and expand horizontal links in civil so-
ciety was made more difficult by the fragmentation of Argentine soci-
ety, which resulted from long-term social and political cleavages as well
as from the legacy of fear and distrust generated by the traumatic expe-
rience of authoritarianism in the 1970s and early 1980s (Brysk 1994: 10–
13, 19–22, 109, 124–25). Finally, finding effective ways to cooperate
with the institutions and agencies of the democratic regime proved to
be notably difficult for groups accustomed to a strategy of confronta-
tion. These factors indicate the importance of studying the new human
and civil rights groups in Argentina during the 1990s in the climate of a
new democracy. I discuss these groups—and other manifestations of
civil society—in the second half the chapter.

Society and Authoritarianism

While Argentina produced a world-renowned human rights movement
in the 1970s, there were many indications that large sectors of its soci-
ety repeatedly accepted authoritarian solutions. As O’Donnell (1973)
argued in his classic study of bureaucratic authoritarianism, key organ-
ized sectors of Argentine society supported the termination of democ-
racy in the 1950s and 1960s (p. 153). For example, business organiza-
tions and other special interest groups welcomed the military coups
that overthrew the civilian administrations of Perón, Frondizi, and Illía

Association and Context in a Third-wave Democracy 107



in 1955, 1962, and 1966, respectively. Survey data collected in Argentina
in late 1965, a few months before the 1966 coup, showed that close to 40

percent of all interviewees agreed with the idea that “a few strong lead-
ers would do more for this country than all the laws and talk” (Kirk-
patrick 1971: 217, table 9.5). Support for the military as the only institu-
tion with the capacity to save the country from chaos was considerably
stronger among the upper and middle classes (31.2 percent and 21.5
percent, respectively) than among the working class (9.1 percent)
(Kirkpatrick 1971: 134, table 6.11). In fact, under conditions of political
instability and increased mobilization of the popular sectors, important
segments of the middle class aligned with the elites, encouraging a turn
toward authoritarianism.

Several studies have acknowledged the contribution of segments of
civil society to legitimate the military regime of 1976–83 (see, e.g.,
Romero 1994; Malamud-Goti 1996). The social control imposed by the
military regime could not have been as pervasive or effective as it was
without the collaboration of important sectors of society. “For such con-
trol to occur,” O’Donnell (1999a) has argued, “there had to be a society
that patrolled itself” (pp. 54–56, 59–60, quotation on 54). As some re-
searchers have pointed out, a large portion of the citizenry gave their
implicit or explicit support to the military regime’s “antisubversive”
campaign because they accepted the idea of order advanced by the
armed forces (see Malamud-Goti 1996: 23).3 Certainly some civic or-
ganizations courageously confronted the military government, but oth-
ers supported the regime or defended it against external “distortions”
of the country’s image. An example of the latter posture was the cam-
paign in domestic and foreign newspapers underwritten by more than
three hundred civic associations representing Argentina’s social, scien-
tific, and business sectors in 1978. This campaign was launched against
“those who attempt to distort the country’s image from abroad” (as
quoted in Bayer 2001, my translation). The signatories included the ma-
jor umbrella organization of Jewish associations in Argentina (DAIA),
the Argentine Catholic University, the Rotary Club, the Argentine As-
sociation of Magazine Publishers, the Argentine Cancer Society, and
the German Club (Bayer 2001).4 The public relations campaign re-
sponded to an advocacy effort by international human rights organiza-
tions and political exiles to denounce human rights violations in Ar-
gentina.

Following the dictatorship, most of public opinion focused on the
military as the sole cause of Argentina’s ills (Malamud-Goti 1996: 188).
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Argentines “sought to convince themselves that the military dictator-
ship and everything that went with it had been a phenomenon isolated
from the real country; something comparable to the occupation of the
national territory by foreign forces” (Neilson 1993, as quoted in Mala-
mud-Goti 1996: 192). Without condoning the military’s central respon-
sibility in the horror experienced in Argentina in the second half of the
1970s, it is important to note that the proclivity to find single-factor ex-
planations to national tragedies has been long present in Argentina’s
social and political discourse, regardless of its ideological bent (see Ar-
mony 2001: 309–11).

Economic Inequality

Besides dealing with the legacies of authoritarianism, Argentine society
has been confronted with new sources of social tension since the return
to democracy. Increased economic inequality, rising levels of crime, and
abuse of power by government officials were among the predominant
problems in the 1990s. In the last quarter of the twentieth century, the
middle class in Argentina suffered a striking economic decline—as Fig-
ure 3.1 shows. The middle class, which represented 65 percent of the
population in the mid-1970s, shrank to 45 percent by the turn of the
century—three out of every ten members of the middle class joined the
ranks of the “new poor” in Argentina. As the middle class shrank, ab-
solute class differences grew. The gap between rich and poor widened
dramatically. While in the mid-1970s the richest 10 percent of the popu-
lation received a share of the national income twelve times larger than
that of the poorest 10 percent, by the beginning of the twenty-first cen-
tury this figure had more than doubled.5

In the first half of the 1990s, Argentina experienced considerable eco-
nomic growth while income distribution deteriorated. Even though
poverty rates decreased from 40 percent in 1990 to a low of 22 percent
in 1994, poverty increased after 1995 as gains went mainly to the more
trained and educated workers. Simultaneously, unemployment in-
creased, hitting the poor in particular, many of whom were underem-
ployed or survived on temporary jobs (World Bank 2000b). Particularly
important was the expansion of the informal sector, which grew
steadily throughout the 1990s. While this is not a new phenomenon in
most of Latin America, where the rate of informal self-employment has
been growing since the 1950s, it does represent a new trend in Ar-
gentina (which started in the early 1980s). Argentina’s rate of informal
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self-employment increased steadily from 17.2 percent in 1990 to 33.5
percent in 1998 (see Table 3.1). That year, 42.3 percent of the economi-
cally active population was either unemployed or informally self-em-
ployed. This figure increases when we add to this rate the proportion of
the economically active population that falls into the categories of un-
deremployment, unemployment due to the discouraged worker effect,
and government work programs (which provide an insufficient salary).
Adding up these five categories shows that, as of 1998, 54.6 percent of
the economically active population in Argentina was excluded from the
modern sector of the economy (Carbonetto and Brites 2001: 157).

The reason for looking at the informal self-employed sector (instead
of focusing on the unemployed only) is twofold: first, the informal sec-
tor indicator provides a much more accurate measure of the actual por-
tion of the population that has been pushed to the margins of the econ-
omy (lack of access to credit, capital, or technology and low
productivity), and second, a focus on the informal sector allows us to
account for a dimension of social exclusion not easily seen through
other types of evidence. Indeed, in addition to the economic and tech-
nological deficiencies associated with this sector, informal self-employ-
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ment exposes individuals to noneconomic risks and uncertainties,
which sustain a level of precariousness that threatens their autonomy
and personal capacities. These risks and uncertainties include legal in-
security (persecution, confiscation, and payment of bribes to police of-
ficers, municipal officials, and other government agents), personal inse-
curity (no fringe benefits, vulnerability to the police or mafias), and
exacerbated individualism and isolation (in general, absence of sus-
tainable sectoral organization) (Carbonetto and Brites 2001: 173–75).

In Argentina, as in Germany and the United States, the economic
context is important for understanding orientations in public opinion
and practices in civil society. Even though income inequality and
poverty increased throughout the 1990s, the halt of inflation, the initial
investment boom, and the promise of a better future (reinforced by the
international exaltation of the “Argentine miracle”) kept much of the
population guardedly supportive of the Menem administration’s ne-
oliberal policies, up until the recession hit particularly hard in the latter
years of the decade. However, the progressive deterioration of the dis-
tributional gap, in combination with other factors, such as the weaken-
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table 3.1

Employment Trends in Urban Areas of Argentina, 1990–1998

Economically
Active

Population
(EAP) 

(thousands)

Employed
EAP

(thousands)

Rate of
Unemploy-

ment 
(%)

Rate of
Informal Self-
employment

(% of
employed

EAP)

Unemployed
and

Informally
Self-

employed 
(% of EAP)

1990 10,823 9,892 8.6 17.2 24.3

1991 11,138 10,370 6.9 17.0 22.7

1992 11,432 10,644 6.9 21.0 26.4

1993 12,144 10,941 9.9 23.0 30.6

1994 12,251 10,940 10.7 23.4 31.6

1995 12,996 10,579 18.6 28.5 41.8

1996 12,682 10,528 17.0 30.5 42.3

1997 13,265 11,129 16.1 31.0 42.1

1998 13,609 11,813 13.2 33.5 42.3

source: Carbonetto and Brites 2001: 168.



ing rule of law, reinforced tensions and conflict in society, which were
translated to the realm of association (see Chapter 4).

It is necessary to emphasize, as I did in Chapter 1, the important role
of other forms of inequality beyond economic disparities. These forms
include discrimination, social exclusion, and the systematic humiliation
of individuals by the state and powerful private actors. I explore some
of these patterns of inequality in the discussion of the rule of law within
society later in the chapter.

Crime and Police Response

It is not surprising that, in a context of increasing inequality, social ex-
clusion, and (as I show below) ineffective law enforcement, criminality
has become a major problem in Argentina. Crime levels steadily in-
creased in urban centers in the 1990s. For example, in the second half of
the decade (from 1995 to 1999), the crime rate in the city of Buenos Aires
increased by 65 percent. A study showed that, as of 1999, 40 percent of
the residents in Buenos Aires province had been victims of crime—22

percent had been the victims of violent crimes (Tedesco 2000: 534; see
Economist 1999: 33–34). A 1999 report from the Ministry of Justice’s Na-
tional Directorate for Criminal Policy stated that 82 percent of murders
since 1996 had been committed by people without a previous criminal
record. The percentage of murders involving people younger than 18

(as victimizers) increased from 2 percent in 1991 to 10 percent in 1996

(Tedesco 2000: 536). According to another source, in the period 1991–97,
the rate of reported crimes (per 10,000 inhabitants) in greater Buenos
Aires went from 78.2 to 156.5, a 100 percent increase (Palmieri, Filip-
pini, and Thomas 2001: 7, citing Bulat and López 1999: 4).6

The rise in crime triggered promises of a “tough hand” by public of-
ficials. However, the actual capacity of the police to deal with mounting
crime has been limited. Late 1990s data showed that merely one in four
crimes (violent and nonviolent) reported to the police in the city of
Buenos Aires was investigated, and only one in eight crimes was the fo-
cus of a police investigation in the province of Buenos Aires.7 The police
leadership—both federal and provincial—repeatedly expressed to the
media that they preferred to kill criminals rather than try to arrest them.
As the then-chief of the Buenos Aires Provincial Police said: “If there is
a shootout as a result of a crime and the lives of citizens and policemen
are at risk, I do not care at all if a criminal dies.”8 The message was that
to kill a criminal was “positive” for society, particularly in light of the
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inefficiency of the justice system, which the general public viewed as
partly responsible for the government’s failure to control crime.

Police corruption and inefficiency received increasing media atten-
tion during the 1990s, triggering a debate about appropriate responses
to rising crime levels. Experts on law enforcement argued that the po-
lice lacked the training, expertise, and information needed to generate
an efficient response to crime. In fact, these experts maintained that po-
lice brutality did nothing to deter crime; it only made criminals more
violent. In 1997 the government of the province of Buenos Aires started
a program to reform the province’s infamous police force in an attempt
to make it more accountable and less violent and corrupt. However, the
reform was soon crippled as the leadership of the province changed
hands (Palmieri, Filippini, and Thomas 2001: 24–27). The new gover-
nor, Carlos Ruckauf from the Peronist Party (the same party that had
started the reform), had expressed in his election campaign that “the
thieves must be shot, fought against without mercy” (Tedesco 2000: 540,
citing Clarín, August 4, 1999).

The crime crisis often nurtured public attitudes conducive to the ac-
ceptance of unlawful actions by state agencies for the maintenance of
“law and order.” In fact, many Argentines showed that, under condi-
tions of insecurity (e.g., increasing crime), they were ready to tolerate
the use of arbitrary violence by the state (public opinion surveys cap-
tured these attitudes; see below). For example, instead of demanding
more efficient law enforcement, people were willing to support extrale-
gal measures to fight crime. These measures provided reassurance in
the face of widespread societal insecurity. According to one study, citi-
zens in several provinces were even willing to elect former authoritar-
ian leaders as majors, governors, and legislators if they promised,
among other things, to curb crime and corruption (see Seligson 2001).
As we shall see, increased acceptance of extralegal violence has detri-
mental effects on state-society relations and interactions within society.

Variations in the Rule of Law

Even a cursory examination of institutional and societal patterns in Ar-
gentina indicates that the rule of law in this country was fragile during
the 1990s and that inequality, social exclusion, and humiliation were
part of everyday life for many Argentines. The discussion in this section
is organized following the conceptual analysis presented in the second
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half of Chapter 1. As I argued there, the fluctuation in adherence to the
rule of law can be found at different levels, namely, the state, in state-so-
ciety relations, and in citizen-citizen interaction. The discussion is by no
means exhaustive; it aims to give the reader a general sense of the Ar-
gentine context by employing illustrations that capture some aspects of
the (un)rule of law in this setting.

The State Level: General Patterns

Institutionally, Argentina’s democracy has been characterized by low
levels of transparency and accountability. Respect for the law has been
low. Throughout the 1990s, the administration of Carlos Menem ruled
without attention to constitutional and congressional limits, thus seri-
ously weakening the rule of law. Menem’s style of governance weak-
ened the principle of constitutionalism by making an abusive exercise
of the presidential decree, which, for example, conferred legislative
powers to the president. Indeed, in only a few years (1989 to 1996)
Menem issued thirteen times more decrees than his predecessors did in
the previous 136 years (most of these decrees, particularly early on, ad-
dressed economic issues). Most of the president’s decrees remained in
effect, though only a small percentage were fully ratified by Congress,
as the constitution mandates (Linz and Stepan 1996: 201; Ungar 2002:
147). In fact, while the executive power overstepped its formal bound-
aries, legislative acquiescence (a product of clientelism, among other
factors) reinforced the erosion of the principles of separation of powers
and horizontal accountability. It is important to point out that the
Menem administration’s economic reforms—which were influenced by
international trends (generated in highly industrialized nations) toward
deregulation, increasing financial openness, and heightened concern
with low inflation—were largely implemented without serious atten-
tion to the rule of law.

The executive’s political influence on the judiciary was another ele-
ment that weakened the rule of law in Argentina. The politicization of
the judiciary permeated all levels of the system of justice, often influ-
encing appointments, budget allocations, and rulings. Still, major judi-
cial reforms—such as a new penal code—brought several needed im-
provements to the administration of justice, in spite of limitations due
to politicization (Ungar 2002: 151; see also Larkins 1998; Prillaman 2000:
chap. 5).

The executive’s influence on the Supreme Court of Justice was espe-
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cially negative for the rule of law. In 1990, President Menem proposed
to expand the Supreme Court from five to nine members. He needed a
partisan court to ratify his administration’s structural reform of the
state and to support his decision to terminate all trials against former
members of the military regime (Verbitsky 1993: 36). In spite of the
strong opposition to the president’s scheme by influential segments of
society, the court-packing plan was promptly sanctioned by Congress.9

Analysts have agreed that this type of extraconstitutional action drasti-
cally reduced the possibility of making the judiciary accountable to the
law in Argentina (see Negretto and Ungar 1996: 8–9).

Menem’s decision to pack the court was one of the darkest compo-
nents of the government’s scheme to place the justice system at the core
of its partisan agenda. Indeed, fourteen days after the House of Repre-
sentatives passed the resolution to expand the court, the Senate con-
firmed—in a seven-minute “record time” session—all the nominees
submitted by the president. The new magistrates were close to Menem
and his entourage via personal or political connections (Verbitsky 1993:
18–22, 28–30, 52–68). This was not an isolated event, but part of a pat-
tern that Philippe Schmitter (1994) has called “Argentinization”: a
democracy operating under weak formal rules, extraconstitutional ac-
tion, personalistic and centralized executive rule, and mutual distrust
between political actors (pp. 60–61).

Beyond the specific case of Menem’s government, the public admin-
istration sector in Argentina has been characterized by serious deficien-
cies in the compliance with formal standards, weak mechanisms of con-
trol and information, and an inadequate disciplinary system for public
employees. At the turn of the century, the state’s capacity to combat cor-
ruption continued to be hindered by a number of factors, including the
absence of a clear governmental anticorruption plan, the lack of inde-
pendence of such control agencies as the Anti-Corruption Office (OAC)
and the General Accounting Office (SIGEN), the politicization of the ju-
diciary, and the inadequacy of formal mechanisms designed to guaran-
tee civil society’s monitoring of state agencies and the decision-making
process (CIPPEC 2001: 11–23).10

Table 3.2 summarizes the most significant deficiencies found in the
public administration sector in terms of accountability and trans-
parency. These problems pertain to the quality of rules and regulations
and their implementation in the contracting of services by the state and
in the functioning of the state apparatus itself. Major corruption ex-
posés in Argentina—ranging from the tainted privatization of public
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enterprises, such as Aerolíneas Argentinas, to the IBM–Banco Nación
scandal (the American-based company paid bribes to be the provider of
its equipment to the bank)—were only the tip of the iceberg.11 Other
corruption scandals erupted at the provincial level too (in Formosa,
Chaco, and other provinces). State agencies also operate with substan-
dard levels of information, which has crippled the capacity of the state
to design, plan, and evaluate public policy. In turn, mechanisms of con-
trol do not work properly because of political pressures, poorly trained
personnel, and the absence of an effective system of sanctions, among
other reasons. As a result, the state falls prey to cartels, public officials
have strong incentives to engage in corruption (the cost of violating the
law is very low in this setting), existing human resources are ill-used,
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table 3.2

Horizontal Accountability and Transparency in Argentina: 
Public Administration Sector

Rules and
Regulations

Information Mechanisms of
Control

Planning and
contracting

• Deficient models
and unclear for-
mal norms

• Agencies lack in-
dependence from
political power

• Organizational
flaws (poor coor-
dination mecha-
nisms)

• Poor description
of norms and pro-
cedures

• Inadequate infor-
mation for deci-
sion-making (e.g.,
scarcity of data-
bases)

• Deficient channels
for communica-
tion within and
across agencies

• Absence of a sys-
tem of evaluation
for state contracts

• Existing mecha-
nisms encourage
abuse or corrup-
tion

• Lack of follow-up
studies (public
works and proj-
ects)

Human 
resources

• Absence of regula-
tions on hiring
employees

• Clientelism (e.g.,
personal contacts,
partisan deci-
sions)

• Deficient system
of promotion

• Lack of informa-
tion on personnel

• Inefficient recruit-
ing practices

• Poor coordination
in resource-shar-
ing across agen-
cies

• Insufficient and
poorly trained
personnel

• Inadequate meth-
ods of personnel
evaluation

• Low levels of
sanction

source: CIPPEC 2001.



and policy design and implementation are generally flawed (CIPPEC
2001: 11–12).

Executive Agencies. The state is not a single entity with a defined
“interest,” but a collection of agencies with often contradictory ap-
proaches and expectations of and by society. In the 1990s the practices
of some government agencies in Argentina contrasted sharply with the
trends outlined above. Some agencies encouraged institutional ac-
countability, access to justice, and concern for the rights of citizens. For
the purpose of describing the role of state institutions in the promotion
of the rule of law, it is important to distinguish among executive agen-
cies (in their commitment to the rule of law), since they are central to
the state’s coercive side. These agencies illustrate the regressions and
advances in the effectiveness of the rule of law.

In the 1990s the role of the justice and interior ministries was shaped
by their dependence on the executive. This dependence hindered their
capacity to improve criminal policies, to increase citizen security, and to
make the administration of justice more effective. In spite of these limi-
tations, the Justice Ministry, for example, was responsible for imple-
menting programs that improved access to justice for poor sectors of
the population—mostly focused on the resolution of community dis-
putes. The Social Program of Juridical Service, launched in 1995, estab-
lished “community justice centers” in several poor neighborhoods in
the city of Buenos Aires. The centers handled disputes concerning “un-
employment, wages, social service cuts, and high prices resulting from
currency parity with the U.S. dollar” as well as rent conflicts, and fam-
ily and neighborhood disputes, often with satisfactory resolutions (Un-
gar 2002: 220–21). Nationally, these mediation mechanisms increased
access to justice for underprivileged sectors: “about 90 percent of users
of the country’s mediation centers were poor people and about 60 per-
cent were female” (Ungar 2002: 205, citing Blair 1994: 42–43).

The creation of the nation’s Office of the Ombudsman represented a
fundamental reform toward the strengthening of the rule of law in
democratic Argentina, especially in the promotion of accountability.
This independent agency, among other duties, receives and investigates
complaints from citizens and initiates legal recourse. The Menem ad-
ministration, however, appointed a political crony to the position of
ombudsman, “negating the neutrality that gives the body its authority”
(Ungar 2002: 40). This decision undermined the ability of this agency to
contribute to the rule of law for most of the 1990s.12
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The Argentine Federal Police, under the authority of the Interior
Ministry, has been characterized by deficient training, corrupt practices,
and weak mechanisms of accountability. Like the rest of the police
forces in the country, the Federal Police has a militarized organizational
structure, in spite of being a body under civilian supervision. This
structure shaped the security practices of the police in the 1990s, mak-
ing it largely impermeable to control by other sectors of the state or civil
society (Palmieri, Filippini, and Thomas 2001: 3–4). The judiciary found
its power to limit the police restricted, not only by features inherent in
the police structure, but also by pressures from the executive, unclear
parameters concerning the legal bounds of police power, and the disor-
der characterizing the judicial system itself (Ungar 2002: 84–85).

There have been, though, some improvements in police activity and
law enforcement during the democratic period. These include the new
penal code, new guidelines regulating detention procedures for the
Federal Police (see Chapter 4 for details), and police reforms triggered
by public concern with higher crime rates. In the case of the Federal Po-
lice, reforms included the removal of officers accused of abuses and the
incorporation of human rights courses in the training curriculum (Un-
gar 2002: 82–83). The government’s 1997 reform of the police force in
the province of Buenos Aires included the removal of the entire leader-
ship of the force, the dismantling of the command structure, and the
mandatory retirement of more than three hundred police commission-
ers (Palmieri, Filippini, and Thomas 2001: 12).13 This reform effort
ended when the new governor of the province adopted a “tough hand”
approach to crime. Indeed, the outcomes of these different reforms
have been mixed—thus their long-term impact on the rule of law is still
uncertain. As Mark Ungar (2002) has explained,

The executive’s repression and the judiciary’s disarray led to new laws, a new
penal code, and major alterations for both the Buenos Aires provincial police
and the PFA [Federal Police]. These changes have already reshaped police rela-
tions with the state, judiciary, and society. But to function properly in the long
run, functioning oversight of the new limitations on police actions will be
needed. Without such oversight, public pressure over crime, continuing judicial
disarray, police strength, and executive politics will allow old practices to con-
tinue even within reformed structures and laws. (pp. 96–97)

Conversely, one executive agency that has advanced the rule of law
is the Subsecretariat of Human Rights, of the Interior Ministry. Its lead-
ership and most of its staff were largely drawn from activists in this
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area, especially from the old-line human rights groups (e.g., the Ecu-
menical Movement for Human Rights [MEDH] and Relatives of the
Detained-Disappeared).

In addition to its role in the reparations process for victims of state
terrorism, the subsecretariat sought to develop broad networks of co-
operation across the country. Under the leadership of Alicia Pierini, the
agency established links with provincial state and society actors at var-
ious levels. Institutionally, it developed working relationships with the
Federal Council, counterparts in the provinces’ executive governments,
and rights commissions in the provincial legislatures. These connec-
tions served to (1) formulate national policies and programs, (2) re-
spond to demands for technical training from the provinces, (3) update
debates and knowledge on human rights issues, (4) provide informa-
tion to legislators, and (5) address specific problems at the provincial
level.

The subsecretariat designed human rights courses for the command
of the Federal Police and training programs on human rights for police
officers. This agency also established links with civil society: national
universities, civic associations, and regional networks of grassroots or-
ganizations. Through these connections, people were intended to share
information, discuss human rights policies, collaborate with civic or-
ganizations in the investigation of state abuses, and draw on civil soci-
ety’s expertise.14

The Justice Ministry’s bureau for public legal aid was created in 1993

to provide legal assistance to citizens. Though very small and largely
unnoticed within the ministry’s bureaucratic structure, this office car-
ried out an impressive range of activities. Like the Subsecretariat of Hu-
man Rights, its staff was largely drawn from civil society organiza-
tions—in this case, labor unions. For example, the bureau provided
legal assistance in the form of complaints against federal prosecutors
suspected of bias. These complaints followed institutional channels and
usually led to satisfactory outcomes for the plaintiffs. The bureau also
investigated irregular acquittals and advised victims or their relatives
on the proper legal channels for seeking redress for abuses committed
by state agents. More informally, the bureau helped relatives of victims
in cases of police violence, providing them with legal experts (often
through personal contacts) to guarantee a fair investigation. Most of the
bureau’s clientele belonged to the lower-income sector, and many
asked this office for help obtaining food, health care, and shelter. The
staff often used formal and informal connections within the state to find
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solutions to these problems.15 As we shall see, despite the positive fea-
tures of this bureau, its relations with some rights groups in civil soci-
ety were often problematic.

State-Citizen Interaction

The state’s weak “norm-setting” function is a result of the executive’s
insulation from constitutional and legislative controls, corruption, and
other illegal activities involving public officials, and the inability of
state agencies at various levels to enforce the law for all citizens, among
other factors. In this context, most people believe that institutions do
not need to be obeyed. Indeed, public opinion data shows a dramatic
decline in trust in political institutions since the inauguration of democ-
racy. There has been a drop in citizens’ trust of Congress, the judiciary,
and political parties. Gallup data from 1984 to 1996 (before the Menem
administration’s economic program began to run into problems) docu-
ment this trend. Trust in Congress declined from a high of 72 percent in
1984 to 16 percent in 1991, and to a chilling low of 10 percent in 1996.
Trust in the judicial system decreased from 57 percent in 1984 to 26 per-
cent in 1991, and to 11 percent in 1996. Finally, support for political par-
ties was already very low in 1991 (12 percent), and it declined to 4 per-
cent in 1996—that is, 96 percent of respondents already distrusted
political parties five years before Argentina reached the unprecedented
political and economic crisis that forced Fernando de la Rúa out of the
presidency in December 2001.16

The practices of citizenship are eroded when individuals are consis-
tently mistreated by agents of the state. This is illustrated most clearly
by the interaction between citizens and the police in Argentina. Indeed,
while the oversight face of the Argentine state is weak, its repressive
face has remained strong (Stillwaggon 1998: 121). Following the transi-
tion to democracy in 1983, the armed forces represented a threat to the
new democratic system: there were several military uprisings from
1987 to 1990. In that context, the government did not consider the po-
lice forces to be a vital component of the democratization process, de-
spite the high levels of police violence (Palmieri, Filippini, and Thomas
2001: 4). In fact, since Argentina’s return to democracy, domestic and in-
ternational NGOs have reported systematic patterns of police violence
by both the Federal Police and the Buenos Aires provincial police in the
form of deadly force in preventive or repressive police procedures, ex-
ecutions, disappearances, and death or torture under police custody
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(CELS/Human Rights Watch 1998: 111–44). Not only is the police in-
stitution responsible for physical abuse and arbitrary killings (often the
result of “trigger-happy” behavior), but it also prevents victims or their
relatives from seeking redress for these illegal actions, often in concert
with the judiciary. Field research visits allowed me to observe several
instances in which judges violated procedures and acted in connivance
with corrupt police authorities. These patterns were particularly seri-
ous in the provinces.

Table 3.3 summarizes the principal patterns found in cases activated
by police brutality in the 1990s. Most relatives of victims of police vio-
lence—especially those active in civil society (as I found in my ethno-
graphic study)—have experienced the patterns outlined in this table.
Many are middle-class people who thought that “this nightmare could
only happen to political activists during the military regime or to the
poor,” as one of them told me. Narratives of relatives of victims of po-
lice violence in the 1990s described devastating ordeals, including
death threats, violation of victims’ bodies, and humiliation at the hands
of judges and police authorities. The experience of seeking justice re-
vealed, for many of these individuals, the limits of their citizenship
rights. This speaks to a broader pattern, the disjunctive character of
democracy (see Chapter 1), which has been manifested in Latin Amer-
ica as extensive political rights (unparalleled for the region) and in-
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table 3.3

Police and Judicial Behavior in Argentina in Cases of Police Brutality:
Main Patterns

Police Judiciary

• Formulate a false version of
events

• Hide, destroy, or counterfeit evi-
dence

• Threaten, harass, or torment vic-
tims and witnesses

• Lack effective mechanisms of in-
ternal control

• Is negligent in the supervision of
police investigations

• Fails to investigate incriminating
evidence

• Creates unnecessary delays in the
investigations phase

• Imposes light sentences or ab-
solves guilt in questionable cir-
cumstances

sources: CELS/Human Rights Watch 1998: 111–44; CELS 2001: 136–46.



creasingly weak civil and social rights for most of the population (Ox-
horn 1999: 141).

A public opinion survey conducted in the mid-1990s by the Perma-
nent Assembly for Human Rights (APDH) showed that the civil rights
of citizens were violated even in ordinary, everyday interactions with
the police. Asked about their assessment of the quality of police behav-
ior in regular interactions with citizens (e.g., traffic violations, reporting
of a crime), 95 percent of interviewees said that the police treated them
in an arbitrary and authoritarian way. According to the survey, police
abuse was exercised, first, in the form of shouts, insults, and threats;
second, as requests for bribes; and third, in the form of physical abuse
(violence). Maltreatment by police officers in ordinary interactions with
citizens (at police stations or on the streets) was much more frequent
among those in the lower social strata (APDH 1995). A survey con-
ducted in 1992 showed that 47 percent of respondents viewed the po-
lice as corrupt, and 60 percent gave poor marks to police performance
in prevention activities. In 1995 only 23 percent of the city of Buenos
Aires and greater Buenos Aires residents expressed trust in the police.
A year later, this figure declined to 15 percent.17

Abuse against young people by the police, especially among mar-
ginal sectors, is prevalent. In the 1995 survey, over half of the inter-
viewees younger than 20 reported having been harassed by the police
when stopped on the street or detained (APDH 1995). Also, a report on
civilians killed by the police under democracy (1983–98) revealed that
the average age of victims of “trigger-happy” violence by the police
was 17.18 It is interesting to note that those between 15 and 24 years old
in Argentina were severely affected by the dramatic increase in the gap
between rich and poor in the 1990s. As of 2000, about 40 percent of Ar-
gentines in this age group lived below the poverty line (this situation
worsened considerably in 2001–2). Nearly 30 percent of them neither
worked nor studied (Rojas 2000).

The poor are continuously exposed to police abuse. This abuse
ranges from maltreatment to assassination. During the 1990s, for exam-
ple, shantytown residents were a preferred target of police violence
(Brinks 2002). Darker skin, which is associated with low social status in
Argentina, makes an individual more likely to experience abuse. Ob-
servers have coined the expression “portación de cara” (which can be
loosely translated as racial profiling) to denote the common police prac-
tice of violating the civil rights of the underprivileged (see Saidon
2002).
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Crime victim surveys confirm the generalized lack of trust in the po-
lice among Argentines. A 1998 survey conducted by the National Di-
rectorate for Criminal Policy showed that in greater Buenos Aires only
34.6 percent of crimes concerning property (e.g., theft, vandalism) were
reported to the police; the figure for the city of Buenos Aires was 37.3
percent (Fernández and D’Angelo 1999). More important, the 1998 sur-
vey revealed a large divide between rich and poor in reporting a crime
to the police: whereas 42 percent of upper-income victims reported
crimes to the police, only 29 percent of lower-income victims did so.
When victims who did not report a crime were asked why, 43.3 percent
responded that “the police would not have done anything” (Fernández
and D’Angelo 1999). This evidence concurs with the results of the
APDH survey, showing that the distribution of law enforcement is un-
even across social cleavages.

Questions about trust in the judicial system revealed a similar pat-
tern. In a 1994 survey conducted in the city of Buenos Aires and greater
Buenos Aires, only 9 percent of those interviewed had a favorable opin-
ion of the judiciary in Argentina. For 84 percent of interviewees, the ju-
dicial system consistently favored the wealthy and powerful. Eighty-
eight percent said that access to justice was not equal for all in
Argentina. Also, 84 percent of interviewees said that the justice system
in Argentina was inefficient, and 78 percent considered the Supreme
Court to be heavily influenced by political power. People did not feel
protected by the courts in Argentina: 82 percent opined that the courts
did not protect their interests, and 88 percent said that the justice sys-
tem did not offer adequate protection to the underprivileged (CEJURA
1994: 7–17, 37–39).19 These views concur with data that show a negative
relationship between an inegalitarian social structure and the robust-
ness of the rule of law. This relationship, as we shall see in Chapter 5, is
confirmed at the cross-national level for both new and well-established
democracies.

Citizen-Citizen Interaction

Increasing crime rates, abuse by the police, and an inefficient and bi-
ased system of justice20 have promoted a generalized sense of insecurity
and impotence among citizens. The lack of adequate state oversight
and constant abuse of the rights of citizens lowers moral restraints and
often encourages abusive behavior by private actors, such as job super-
visors, security guards, producers of foodstuffs, and landlords. In this
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context, the costs of violating the law are low. In general, the culture of
legality is weak in Argentine society. Widespread tax evasion and
everyday corruption are two important expressions of this weakness,
but there are other serious manifestations, such as regular discrimina-
tory practices and a favorable predisposition toward violence.

If it is difficult to expect concern, respect, or veracity from others, it
comes as no surprise that social trust is extremely low in Argentina.21 It
is simply not rational to trust others in a context in which there are no
effective mechanisms for enforcing compliance with formal rules. This
is often translated into patterns of social navigation that allow those
with economic resources or personal contacts to operate above the law.
It is also expressed in everyday forms of abuse among private actors in
the workplace (workers are treated arbitrarily and forced to work in
dangerous conditions), home and neighborhood (contractors disregard
building codes, industries dump toxic wastes in poor areas), healthcare
(disregard for basic standards of practice in hospitals), and other
spheres of daily life (e.g., consumption of contaminated or adulterated
food, exposure to pesticides and other harmful chemicals) (Stillwaggon
1998: 121–40). Those who possess fewer resources are the ones most ex-
posed to this kind of abuse. But this is a reinforcing process, which af-
fects individuals regardless of their position in society. As a professional
in his forties commented to me:

When I was a teenager, I thought that the abuse at school had to do with the
military regime. In my early twenties, I thought that the harassment at the
hands of the police was because I was young. A decade later, I believed that the
humiliation at work was simply a result of my professional inexperience. Now
in my forties, I am tempted to think that the abusive behavior of a private secu-
rity guard or a bus driver is a consequence of the generalized crisis. But it’s not:
the practice of mistreatment is inseparable from one’s day-to-day experience.
You abuse me, I abuse others.

Low levels of social trust are not something new in Argentina. In
1965, Jeane Kirkpatrick (1971) conducted a national public opinion sur-
vey in Argentina which revealed that “interpersonal relations outside
the family” were characterized “by mutual suspicion and distrust” (p.
119). Eighty-four percent of respondents agreed with the statement, “If
you don’t watch yourself, people will take advantage of you,” and 69

percent agreed with the observation, “No one much cares what hap-
pens to you, when you get right down to it” (p. 120, table 6.1).22 These
figures challenge analyses that view low levels of trust in Argentina as
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a phenomenon primarily associated with the traumatic experience of
the 1970s “dirty war.”

Increasing crime rates and citizen insecurity have been perceived by
large segments of society as a manifestation of the state’s “weak au-
thority,” thus triggering demands for “tougher” forms of social control
(see Caldeira 1996: 202). Public opinion data have revealed a broad per-
ception (across social classes) that the justice system protects criminals
more than it protects victims of crime. According to a public opinion
survey conducted by Gallup Argentina in 1994, 83 percent of inter-
viewees said that victims did not receive as much protection from the
courts as criminals did. Many people expressed their willingness to
support extralegal measures to fight crime. A survey conducted earlier
in greater Buenos Aires found that nearly 40 percent of the population
condoned the use of torture by the police to extract information from
suspects.23 This is not a pattern exclusive to Argentina. In Brazil, for ex-
ample, polls showed public support for a harsh approach in the fight
against “undesirables,” even if such an approach entailed the use of
deadly force.24

Citizen-citizen interaction in contemporary Argentina is character-
ized by high levels of discrimination. This phenomenon is common
throughout the country, and most clearly seen in major urban centers
such as Buenos Aires city and greater Buenos Aires. Even though dis-
criminatory practices are common in these urban areas, discrimination
has been generally ignored in public debates. Argentina has been tradi-
tionally imagined as a white country and Buenos Aires as a homoge-
neous European metropolis. Nonwhites have been made “invisible” in
the media and in political, educational, and other institutions, or if ac-
knowledged, they have been relegated to a subordinate status. Also,
those who suffer discrimination in this setting tend to deny it—con-
sciously or not—as some studies have shown (indeed, discrimination
has become a naturalized aspect of their everyday interactions) (Mar-
gulis 1999b: 148, 150; see Margulis et al. 1999).

Discrimination, racism, and social exclusion are closely related. In
Argentina, the basis for rejecting the “other” is based primarily on
physical, ethnic, cultural, class, and nationality traits (Margulis 1999a:
47). The most common patterns of discrimination are those that con-
strue the other as a negro (a derogatory term, which carries a meaning
similar to “nigger”) or villero (shantytown dweller). These discrimina-
tory categories are applied to internal migrants (especially from the
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northern provinces), immigrants from countries such as Bolivia and
Peru, and dark-skinned people in general.

There are few systematic studies of discrimination in Argentina. But
one survey conducted among residents of the city of Buenos Aires and
greater Buenos Aires in the mid-1990s revealed some interesting
trends.25 In this study, only 12.3 percent of interviewees did not express
any discriminatory views: 66.7 percent of them were women and 55.3
percent had a college education. In the rhetoric of discrimination, the
“other” (the negro or villero) was excluded because he or she was
viewed as unhealthy, lazy, brute, backward, ignorant, ugly, dirty,
smelly, promiscuous, and dangerous. Discriminatory views were more
common among groups with middle and low levels of education who
lived in middle-class neighborhoods. At the time, these middle classes
were undergoing a process of social decline, which strengthened their
prejudice against foreign and internal migrants as well as against the
poor in general (Urresti 1999: 300, 315–16, 330–31).

Immigrants from Bolivia, Peru, and Paraguay were the central target
of discrimination in the study, followed by internal migrants from the
northern provinces and residents of shantytowns (Belvedere 1999: 282).
In the discourse of discrimination, the “other” was (1) dehumanized
(for example, immigrants from neighboring countries were described
as “ignorant, animals, beasts”), (2) marginalized (the immigrant was
placed in a group that had violated, in the eyes of the person who dis-
criminates, a basic social norm, such as immigration laws, criminal
laws, or rules of decency), and (3) effaced (Bolivians, Peruvians, and
others were construed solely on the basis of negative or unacceptable
features, such as being lazy, a drunk, an invader) (Szulik and Valiente
1999: 237).

Discriminatory discourse and practice are part of the same phenom-
enon in Argentina. Ordinary interactions are often shaped by social hi-
erarchies constructed on the basis of several of the patterns just de-
scribed. Discrimination can be deadly—shantytown dwellers are more
likely to be killed than other social groups, as when the police use abu-
sive force to deal with poor populations—but more often it is subtly
embedded in routine social practices. In all its forms, discrimination
erodes civil rights and sustains social stigmas and social exclusion. Dis-
crimination incapacitates and diminishes the autonomy and potential
of individuals, heightens distrust in others, and intensifies cynicism
with respect to institutions and the legal system (Margulis 1999a: 37–
38).
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Civil Society in Argentina

Having discussed the main conditions under which citizens organize
and mobilize in Argentina, let me now focus on associationism. Civil
society in Argentina has received much attention since the arrival of
democracy in 1983. According to several studies, associational life ex-
ploded in the second half of the 1980s, involving rapid growth in the
number of foundations, cooperatives, research centers, think tanks,
watchdog groups, consumer associations, civil rights groups, and de-
velopment organizations (Thompson 1992: 393–95; 1995b: 57–58;
González Bombal 1995: 76–77).26 It is very difficult to determine the
number of civil society organizations in Argentina—and whether or not
their number increased from the 1980s to the 1990s—because of lack of
reliable data, a lack of consensus on what constitutes the universe to be
studied, and an absence of clear guidelines in the agencies that measure
this sector (Thompson 1995a: 48). CIVICUS, an international alliance fo-
cused on strengthening civil society around the world, estimated that
Argentina had more than 80,000 civic organizations by the second half
of the 1990s (see CIVICUS 1997). A study sponsored by the United Na-
tions Development Program and the Inter-American Development
Bank (1998) used government records to calculate that 78,800 organiza-
tions were legally registered in the country. Half of these associations
were located in the city of Buenos Aires (19,000) and Buenos Aires
province (20,000). Among the rest of the provinces, the ones with the
most associations were Santa Fe (5,500), Córdoba (5,100), Tucumán
(4,800), and Mendoza (4,500).

In the 1990s, a large portion of civil society participation—expressed
as formal organizations and social movement activity—converged
around the theme of civil rights. This activity was largely triggered by
cases that exposed widespread patterns of police and military as well as
judicial and political corruption (the media played a central role in in-
vestigating and publicizing scandals). This pattern of civic engagement
was viewed by scholars as a burgeoning civic movement with the ca-
pacity to activate the question of citizenship rights in Argentina and
thus help launch a new phase in the construction of democracy (Landi
and Bombal 1995: 176). This wave of civic activity was influenced by
the human rights movement that originated in the 1970s and by a new
cluster of nongovernmental organizations that emerged in the 1980s
and early 1990s under democracy (Campetella, González Bombal, and
Roitter 1998: 22–23; Thompson 1992: 389–93).
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Trends in Group Involvement

Survey data offer information on trends of group membership and vol-
untary work in Argentina from the 1980s to the 1990s. These data are
useful for describing general patterns of participation in formal organ-
izations. Specifically, they can reveal changes in the level and intensity
of people’s participation (intensity understood here as involvement in
various types of groups). In the World Values Surveys study for Ar-
gentina (World Values Study Group), respondents were asked if they
belonged to or did voluntary work for different types of voluntary or-
ganizations, defined by issue (e.g., social welfare, youth work, human
rights, sports). The data discussed here were collected in 1984 and 1991.
The 1984 survey included ten types of organizations in the list. In 1991

the list was expanded to include six more. In order to compare both
surveys, I employ an index of participation that includes the original
ten types of organizations.27 I am interested in establishing a general
picture of participation in the early 1990s because it was when most of
the groups in my qualitative study began to emerge.

The surveys showed that most of the interviewees did not belong to
any of the formal civic organizations included in the list. Indeed, in
1984, the first year of democracy, nearly two-thirds (65.3 percent) of the
population were not members of any of these groups. Seven years later,
in 1991, there was a statistically significant increase in nonparticipation;
that is, four-fifths (81.4 percent) of those interviewed did not belong to
any of these organizations.

If we examine the level of participation by aggregating the number
of different organizations to which individuals belong, it is possible to
have a general sense of the changing density of cross-cutting involve-
ment (across issues) in voluntary organizations in Argentina.28 The re-
sults are shown in Figure 3.2. In 1984, 26 percent of respondents were
members of only one type of organization, 6 percent were members of
two types, and 2.7 percent belonged to three or more. By 1991 the gen-
eral level of involvement in voluntary associations had decreased. In
particular, while the proportion of members in one type of organization
decreased to 14.3 percent, the percentage of nonparticipants increased.
In other words, many individuals with a low level of involvement in
different associations discontinued their participation completely (at
least when measured as membership in formal groups). The proportion
of those with multiple memberships also declined. If we create a meas-
ure of participation that includes all sixteen types of voluntary organi-
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zations (those asked about in the 1991 survey), the results are not very
different from those obtained with the original set of groups. Participa-
tion in only one type of organization shows an increase from 14.3 per-
cent (including the original ten types of groups) to 17.6 percent when
all sixteen types are considered.29

In addition to asking about membership in formal associations, the
World Values Surveys asked people whether they do “unpaid volun-
tary work” for civic organizations. It is possible to assume that doing
voluntary work for an organization must entail some form of direct in-
teraction with other members of that organization. In other words, such
involvement is likely to provide the social connection that membership

Association and Context in a Third-wave Democracy 129

3 or more

2

1

None

1991 Ten types 1991 Sixteen types

1984 Ten types

2.7%
6.0%

26.0%

65.3%

1.5%
2.8%

14.3%

81.4% 75.7%

2.8%
3.9%

17.6%

figure 3.2 Membership in Voluntary Associations
source: World Values Surveys (Argentina, 1984 and 1991).



alone may not provide (e.g., if it is restricted to “writing a check for
dues” or reading a newsletter) (Putnam 1995a: 71). Looking at those
volunteering in Argentina, the survey revealed patterns similar to those
found for membership, including a decline in participation from 1984

to 1991.
A 1992 survey conducted among residents of the city of Buenos Aires

and greater Buenos Aires provides additional information on civic par-
ticipation in the early 1990s. In this poll, 74 percent of interviewees said
that they did not participate in any political or social activity at the
time.30 Eighty-one percent of these nonparticipants were young people,
and 85 percent of them belonged to the lower income and educational
tiers. Among nonparticipants, only 30 percent said that they had been
participants in the past (these were mostly people over 60 years old,
women, and upper-middle-class respondents). Of those who partici-
pated in social or political activities (26 percent), most were involved in
parent-teacher associations, religious organizations, neighborhood as-
sociations, and political parties.

These low levels of participation in the early 1990s appear to reflect
long-standing trends in civic engagement, at least when we look at peo-
ple’s involvement in political activities. When Kirkpatrick (1971) asked
Argentines in 1965 if they had “ever participated in any type of political
activity,” only 7.1 percent responded affirmatively (pp. 170–71, table
7.11).31 Participation was viewed by respondents as a responsibility of
citizenship. Indeed, as Kirkpatrick reported, “almost half of all respon-
dents asserted that citizens have a duty to participate in local affairs.”
However, the survey also showed that “the participant was not a
widely admired personality type” among respondents.

Social Movements and the Media

Survey data on group membership or voluntary work in formal organ-
izations do not tell us about other arenas of civic engagement. Thus a
description of main trends in social movement activity and an account
of the role of the media in exposing major scandals involving public of-
ficials is necessary to provide a more complete picture of Argentina’s
civil society in the 1990s. Social movements, in particular, played an ac-
tive role in the country’s arrhythmic and contradictory process of de-
mocratization at the end of the twentieth century.

A new wave of social movements emerged in the 1990s, calling for
justice, transparency, and accountability, among other demands. Neigh-
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borhood-based activism confronted authorities with protests and
demonstrations against impunity, police violence, and corruption, but
also organized forums to discuss reforms and mobilized to provide cit-
izen-based solutions to problems of citizen security. For example, in the
mid-1990s, middle-class movements such as Buenos Aires Viva organ-
ized to provide input to the reform process initiated with the new au-
tonomous status of the city of Buenos Aires (Poggiese, Redín, and Alí
1999: 170–71). Various neighborhood organizations in Buenos Aires
took on community policing to reduce crime. These experiences did not
last long and achieved mixed results: most of the projects supported by
Buenos Aires Viva did not materialize, but the movement provided a
new space for citizen involvement in public debates; crime rates did not
decline as a result of community policing, but neighbors’ relationship
with the police improved for some time (Poggiese, Redín, and Alí 1999:
174; Smulovitz 2001: 16–17, 46, 50).32

Three paradigmatic cases illustrate the new wave of prodemocratic
social movements of the 1990s: the cases of María Soledad Morales (a
schoolgirl murdered in the province of Catamarca); Omar Carrasco (a
low-ranking recruit who died in an army post in the province of
Neuquén); and José Luis Cabezas (a news photographer assassinated in
a beach resort in the province of Buenos Aires). These civic movements
originated in cases of wrongdoing by government officials. They mobi-
lized thousands of people and attracted major attention in the media:
“the original mobilization was initiated locally, generally by relatives
and friends of the victims, and extended afterwards to include local
and national NGOs and broad sectors of the population” (Peruzzotti
2002: 8–9).

María Soledad Morales was killed in 1990 in Catamarca, a province
in northwestern Argentina. The son of a senator participated in the
murder. The province’s government and police attempted to cover the
crime. Catamarca’s civil society organized silent demonstrations to de-
mand justice, and soon these extended to the entire country. As a result
of this mobilization, seven months later Governor Ramón Saadi was re-
moved from office by the national government. In 1991 the Saadi fam-
ily lost the provincial elections for the first time, after having dominated
provincial politics for more than fifty years. In the six years following
the crime, there were more than eighty silent demonstrations in Cata-
marca and twenty-five in other parts of the country. The Truth and Jus-
tice Commission, created to monitor the investigation and the legal pro-
ceedings of the case, and extensive media coverage helped the
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demands for a trial succeed. The first trial was suspended for irregular-
ities, and the second trial, which started in 1997, resulted in the convic-
tion of two individuals accused of the crime (Smulovitz and Peruzzotti
2000: 154–56).

Omar Carrasco was completing the compulsory military service in
Neuquén when he was killed. Military and police authorities were in-
volved in the death and its cover-up. The media and public opinion
were attracted to the case—mostly because it uncovered many of the ar-
bitrary practices ingrained in the unpopular compulsory military serv-
ice—and there were widespread demands for justice. Some human and
civil rights NGOs were instrumental in moving the investigation for-
ward. Of the three cases, the Carrasco affair was the only one that re-
sulted in a concrete policy reform (Waisbord 2000: 214). Indeed, some of
the suspects were convicted in a trial, and later, the mandatory military
service was eliminated. Some analysts have argued, though, that the
abolishment of military service could have been an electoral strategy by
the government to attract young voters and their families in the 1995

presidential elections (Waisbord 2000: 214, citing Barcelona 1994). Yet it
is hard to discount the pressure exerted by public opinion, the media,
and several organizations of civil society.

Finally José Luis Cabezas, a photographer for a political magazine,
was tortured, assassinated, and his body burned in 1997 in a coastal
town in Buenos Aires province. The case appeared to have serious po-
litical implications. Cabezas was the first to photograph a leading busi-
nessman accused of being the head of a mafia group with connections
to the federal government. Some police officers seemed to be linked to
the murder, and the police investigation showed once again signs of de-
liberate mishandling of information and evidence. Cabezas’s relatives
and colleagues in the Argentine Press Association (ADEPA) started an
informal media campaign to place the Cabezas case at the top of the
public opinion agenda. They also organized several demonstrations, to-
gether with a dozen other groups. The Cabezas movement helped to
speed up the investigation, which resulted in the imprisonment of
some police officers and some minor criminals. Mobilization to demand
justice for Cabezas’s murder was sometimes linked to demands for jus-
tice in the 1994 bombing of the Argentine Israelite Mutual Aid Associa-
tion (AMIA), a major civil society organization in Buenos Aires.33 At
one time, for example, “20,000 persons attended [a protest] to decry for
the failure of the government to prevent or prosecute criminal and ter-
rorist acts” (McSherry 1997: 79).
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The Cabezas case is a clear example of the interaction among civic
movements, formal organizations, and especially the media. Thus an
account of developments in the public sphere in the 1990s cannot neg-
lect the role played by the media in attempting to bring accountability
to the democratic system in Argentina. The media conducted numerous
serious investigations and denounced acts of corruption and crimes in
the 1990s and had done so on a smaller scale earlier. The decrease of
state violence against investigative journalism, a marked political cyni-
cism and skepticism regarding politics and governmental institutions
in public opinion, a demand for watchdog media by the public, and
stronger journalistic ethics were among the factors that made this phe-
nomenon viable (Waisbord 2000: 244–45). Some of the most resonant
cases of “the journalism of exposé” in Argentina were “Swiftgate” (gov-
ernment officials bribing the Swift company to import machinery) and
“Yomagate” (a drug money-laundering case involving the sister-in-law
of President Menem). Other cases were the IBM–Banco Nación affair
and the scandal involving the Argentine government’s selling arms to
Ecuador and Croatia. There were numerous media investigations of
corruption and malfeasance involving state agencies such as the police,
the social service agency for senior citizens (PAMI), the customs service,
national legislators, Menem’s cabinet, and even the president himself.

The unfavorable context of widespread corruption, co-optation, and
clientelism in Argentina’s society and government limited the impact of
watchdog journalism on democratic politics. Journalists were often
forced to use unreliable sources or informants who sought to discredit
their enemies or opponents. The media concentrated almost exclusively
on the government (there was little investigation of the corporate sec-
tor, for example), and thus, according to analysts, a feverish attempt to
expose corruption finally saturated public opinion.34 Few of the media
exposés resulted in actual convictions. Of the seventy-one officials for-
mally accused of corruption in the first Menem administration (1990–
95), for example, none were convicted. By 1996, only 3 out of 108 cases
of malfeasance resulted in sentences (Waisbord 2000: 212, 249).

Even though my analysis of civil society does not look specifically at
the media, media contributions have two connections to the theoretical
themes of the book. First, as happened in the province of Buenos Aires,
the media can publicize and increase public awareness of crime and
then of police abuse and corruption. Even though this role is vital in
shaping the public agenda, one should not confuse it with the actual
implementation of accountability. As explained in the analysis of the
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rule of law (Chapter 1), the principle of accountability is not satisfied if
there is no sanction for demonstrated illegal or arbitrary acts by state
and private actors (see Schedler 1999: 14–17). Second, the media, like
other institutions of civil society, rely on contextual factors, which can
restrict the discussion of certain issues and limit the re-creation of de-
bate in the public sphere (see the discussion of the public sphere, Chap-
ter 1). In addition to the contextual elements already mentioned, others
include links between political authorities and the media, ownership
concentration in mass media, governmental attempts to restrict the
freedom of the press, and violent attacks against journalists, all of
which limited the democratic role of the media and even media access
by civil society organizations, especially human and civil rights groups
(Park 2002).

Returning to the 1990s cases cited above, a closer look at some of
these cases raises questions about the actual effect of mass mobiliza-
tions after public attention shifted to other issues (this problem also re-
lates to the media, specifically to its inherent inability to sustain cover-
age of an issue over time). Although civil society may call for
accountability, its actual realization—which should entail sanctions
when appropriate—depends on government institutions and the
courts. In the María Soledad case, for example, the important achieve-
ments did not end impunity in Catamarca. In fact, ten years after the
popular mobilizations, thirty-three witnesses denounced for false testi-
mony had not been investigated by the courts, and the nearly twenty
police officers implicated in the vast operation that included destruc-
tion of evidence, mutilation of the victim’s corpse, bribing, threats
against witnesses and judges, and even torture of suspects and wit-
nesses remained at large. Several of the police officers continued in
their posts, and five were promoted to the rank of commissioner, in-
cluding the officer suspected of planting the body of the victim where it
was found (Osojnik 2000). Former governor and local caudillo Ramón
Saadi was elected to the national Congress in 1999.

Civil society involvement contributed to the dispersion of power in
Catamarca, strengthened popular participation, and successfully
pressed for a trial and indictments. However, for the participants them-
selves, the outcome of this effort was not as positive as one might ex-
pect. Relatives of the victim and former leaders of the movement con-
tinued to accuse the courts and politicians of sustaining impunity for
most of the individuals responsible for the crime (Messi 2000). They be-
lieved, a decade after their mobilization, that justice was yet to be
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served in Catamarca. As one of the organizers of the demonstrations re-
cently said, “One has the feeling of having fought in vain” (as quoted in
Osojnik 2000, my translation).

Ongoing research on these movements has revealed competing as-
sessments, viewing their impact as successful, unsuccessful, or mixed
for democracy, depending on the variables chosen or the time frame for
the study. One important dimension illustrated by the three cases was
the question of civil society’s reaction to events. Indeed, in Catamarca,
Neuquén, and Buenos Aires, the civil society organizing was largely in
reaction to the killings, and most of it dissipated as the cases moved
into glacial and corrupt judicial processes. The cycle of improvements
and erosion in the efforts to control police power shows a similar
process in which galvanizing events led to some type of reform (such as
a reduction in the maximum time allowed for detentions on suspicion
of criminal activity), which was later undermined when mobilization
dissipated (e.g., the gradual renewal of police powers) (see Chapter 4).

The question of reaction, which has been an important characteristic
of civil society activity in post-1983 Argentina, is pertinent to other so-
cieties, as the example of grassroots rebellion against busing in the
northern United States illustrated. In new democracies, the problem of
civil society’s reaction is particularly relevant to understanding the con-
tribution of civil society to the actual transition to democracy as op-
posed to the post-transition phase. Civil society organizations in south-
ern cone countries were more effective at documenting and denouncing
rights abuses by the military than they were at following through with
effective influence on lawmaking and institutional reform after the mil-
itary left power (see, e.g., de Brito 1997). Similarly, in the democratiza-
tion of Eastern Europe, and more recently in Asian and African coun-
tries, many groups in civil society were connected to limited demands
that contributed to the democratic transition but faded after these goals
were met. If, as some analysts have argued, participation in voluntary
associations is expected to create and disseminate throughout society a
democratic political culture (among other things), then a sustained fo-
cus on long-term issues is an important condition for achieving that
outcome. As the discussion of Argentina’s institutional and societal
conditions suggests, whether civil society groups are connected with
temporary or long-term issues is determined, to a great extent, by the
context in which they operate. Neo-Tocquevillean accounts of civil so-
ciety have neglected this important aspect, which has major implica-
tions for new democracies.
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A Slice of Civil Society

The task of surveying organizations, movements, networks, and ties of
civic engagement is very complex and requires using a combination of
methods to capture the full dimensions of civic activity. However, we
can explore certain trends by looking at a slice of civil society “at close
range,” that is, by examining civic involvement in its specific context,
from various perspectives, and from micro interactions to broader ex-
changes within civil society and with the state. For Argentina, I focused
on a new generation of associations linked to problems—such as police
violence and citizen security—that took on considerable relevance in
the context of democracy. As some scholars have argued, as authoritar-
ianism receded and new democracies were confronted with serious
problems associated with the coercive dimension of the state (particu-
larly in the dimensions of day-to-day power, physical force, and legal
abuse), groups such as human and civil rights organizations were
viewed as potentially key players in the construction of more demo-
cratic societies. These organizations, it has been argued, could play an
important role in restructuring authoritarian “reserved domains” (e.g.,
the police) and contribute to improving the legitimacy of the judiciary
and other sectors of the state (see, e.g., Linz and Stepan 1996: 7–8).

In 1996, I conducted a detailed study of fifteen organizations in the
human and civil rights area. All but one of these organizations were
created in the late 1980s and early 1990s and belonged to a new gener-
ation of civic associations linked to the emergence of demands for mi-
nority rights (women, gays, indigenous peoples, and so on) and rights
associated with democratic citizenship.35 Students of civil society in Ar-
gentina saw this generation of associations as an important force in de-
mocratization, particularly in the dispersion of power to the citizenry,
the democratization of political institutions, and the increase of gov-
ernmental responsiveness to popular demands (see Thompson 1992;
Landi and Bombal 1995). This cluster of organizations is useful for ex-
amining the democratizing potentials and limitations of a relevant sec-
tor of civil society in Argentina.36 In 2000, I conducted a follow-up study
with a subgroup of interviewees in order to examine attitude changes
over time.37

The groups’ members were mostly from the middle classes, though
many were in the process of becoming part of the “new poor” in Ar-
gentina. Groups in my cohort were socially homogeneous. It was un-
usual to find individuals from very different social strata sharing mem-
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bership in an organization. Sampling allowed as much variation as pos-
sible across groups about their specific goals and collective action
forms. The sample can be divided into groups largely made up of vic-
tims or relatives of victims and groups constituted by professionals,
though some groups combined both.38 Groups of relatives in this wave
generally followed the strategies of those in the human rights organi-
zations created as a reaction to state terror, in which relatives initially
form a group focused on self-help activities and later evolve into an ad-
vocacy organization, such as the Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo.39 About
a third of the groups in the sample had transnational connections and
received funding from international organizations.

By focusing on formal organizations, the study selected only part of
what constitutes civil society. However, the selection of a sample of or-
ganizations that are most likely to reveal a positive connection between
civic engagement and democratization—simply because the promotion
of democracy is their raison d’être—gives especial relevance to this slice
of civil society. This cluster of organizations provides a “best case” sce-
nario for finding a positive connection between associational activity
and democracy. Stated differently, they provide a crucial test of the civil
society–democracy link.

What is the place of this cluster of groups in the universe of formal
organizations in Argentina? A study commissioned by the Johns Hop-
kins Comparative Nonprofit Sector Project (Campetella, González
Bombal, and Roitter 1998) drew a map of the nonprofit sector in Ar-
gentina in the 1990s following the structural-operational framework
developed by Salamon and Anheier (1996). As explained in Chapter 1,
these researchers devised a set of standards for organizations to be in-
cluded in the “third sector”—standards that range from a meaningful
level of institutionalization to independence from the state and a high
degree of volunteerism (Salamon and Anheier 1997: 33–34). Figure 3.3
shows a map of the nonprofit sector in Argentina outlined according to
Salamon and Anheier’s criteria.

The new human and civil rights organizations included in my study
are nongovernmental organizations (NGOs). Not all of the NGOs were
legally constituted as civil associations.40 The term NGO is applied to
organizations engaged in advocacy (e.g., human and civil rights, envi-
ronmental protection), social development (often providing technical
assistance to poor people’s grassroots organizations), and watchdog ac-
tivities (monitoring the state and entrepreneurial sectors) (Thompson
1994: 32, 50–51, 55). Legally constituted or not, NGOs make up a de-
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fined universe, insofar as they have a public presence and remain active
in the public sphere (Campetella, González Bombal, and Roitter 1998:
12). These groups perceive themselves as part of the same segment of
civil society, whether they engage in mutual cooperation and establish
alliances or not.

Less visible NGOs, which proliferated in the 1980s and 1990s, re-
sponded directly to high-level public officials from different political
parties and sometimes received state funds without any proper
scrutiny. In 1996, for instance, the media uncovered that $33 million
was apportioned by the Ministry of Economy and Congress to about
thirty NGOs in various fields. The investigation revealed that the ap-
portionment of funds responded to political decisions and that the only
criteria for such allocation appeared to have been the strong personal
contacts between leaders of these NGOs and high-ranking government
officials (Thompson 1996: 17–18).

The organizations that constituted the human rights movement in
the 1970s and 1980s continued to be active in the 1990s. Many of these
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NGOs launched new programs in order to insert themselves into the
rapidly changing democratic context. For example, the Peace and Jus-
tice Service (SERPAJ) worked in the area of education for human rights;
MEDH developed programs on children’s rights and domestic vio-
lence; and APDH worked on discrimination issues and offered free le-
gal advice through cooperation with the University of Buenos Aires.

Finally, it is important to mention that a number of rights activists
from the NGO sector accepted posts in the government at various times
after the return to democracy, especially during the 1990s. A few of
them assumed policy-making positions. In most cases, rights activists
worked as advisers to different governmental agencies, though some
assumed executive positions in such agencies as the Subsecretariat of
Human Rights. Some of these activists told me that those who served as
advisers were usually very discreet about this type of activity because
of the generalized perception among the rights community of the state
as an adversary. In other words, working for the government could
erode someone’s legitimacy and trustworthiness in the eyes of other ac-
tivists and organizations.

Conclusion

As Chapter 4 will show, several of the human and civil rights organiza-
tions in the ethnographic study were incapable of promoting social
trust and tolerance among their members, and sometimes they even in-
tensified attitudes at odds with democratic practices. Moreover, hori-
zontal links among groups in this cluster—and between them and other
sectors in civil society—were scarce, and individual groups’ achieve-
ments did not strengthen the sector’s impact as a whole. Vertical links
with the state were weak and unstable. Even when a government
agency offered a niche for cooperation, the unfavorable impact of the
broader political and social context limited the possibilities of develop-
ing such cooperation.

In addition to the ethnographic study, my analysis of the different
dimensions of the link between civil society and democracy employs
evidence drawn from other sources. I employ survey data to test trends
found in the qualitative study and use data on legal outcomes of crimi-
nal cases against police officers, legislative activity concerning police re-
form and related issues, and trends in police violence since the onset of
democracy in 1983. In the analysis, I explore the impact of civil society
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beyond the realm of formal associations, looking at the ways in which
social networks, public forums, and the media, among other manifesta-
tions of civil society activity, influenced the democratization of a spe-
cific area of the state. The goal of this study is, then, to examine the ca-
pacity of civil society not only to promote a more democratic political
culture, but also to control and impose limits on the state’s coercive side
(more specifically, on its repressive power). As the following chapter
describes, civil society’s capacity to exercise this role, by means of in-
fluence on the judicial and legislative arenas, has been quite limited in
Argentina.

While the data offer a multilevel view of the complex, and often par-
adoxical, connection between civic engagement and democracy in
1990s Argentina, they also unveil important undercurrents that would
rise to the surface with the crisis of 2001–2. In this respect, the analysis
of civil society in this country not only helps to broaden our under-
standing of the civil society–democracy link, highlighting elements that
can be applied to other cases, but also illuminates some of the central
aspects of the specific, intricate problématique of Argentina.
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in this chapter, I examine the civil society-democracy thesis in dem-
ocratic Argentina. My analysis is organized around three central issues.
First, I look at the relationship between civic engagement and demo-
cratic dispositions at the individual level. This issue examines the po-
tential effect of association on the political and critical skills of partici-
pants as well as on their civic virtues. The experience of participation in
small groups may help not only in the development of democratic dis-
positions, but also in the promotion of important skills in the creation of
“citizen-selves” (see Rosenblum 1998: 361; Foweraker and Landman
1997: 33; Janoski 1998: 228–30; Warren 2001: 61). The individual effect of
civic engagement may also influence the level of social trust in partici-
pants. Thus I examine whether participation in a specific cluster of civic
associations in Argentina (human and civil rights groups) breeds toler-
ance, habits of bargaining and compromise, belief in the legitimacy of
institutions, organizational and leadership skills, and social trust in in-
dividuals.1

The second issue is civil society’s horizontal and vertical links. At the
group level, I investigate the extent to which civic engagement pro-
motes networks of collaboration within civil society and connections
with the state. Civil society groups, especially when they pursue simi-
lar goals and espouse parallel interests, may engage in a range of coop-
erative relationships, thus broadening and reinforcing participation. In
turn, civic organizations may engage in mutually beneficial collabora-
tion with various segments of the state, which would help these groups
to influence institutions. Focusing on my sample of organizations, I ex-
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plore the links among them (and with the rest of civil society) and their
relationships with different sectors of the state. I examine patterns of in-
teraction, strategic priorities, social networks, and the perceptions that
shape the horizontal and vertical links of this cluster of groups.

Third, I explore the institutional effects of associational life, in par-
ticular, the capacity of civil society to control and impose limits on the
coercive power of the state (specifically, everyday power, physical force,
and legal abuse). Even though the capacity of civil society to build com-
munity and solidarity is important, the impact of civil society activity
on the state apparatus represents a concern with pragmatism. This per-
spective recognizes the role in democratization of civic organizations,
social movements, or other forms of association as a check to abuse of
state power and as a source of accountability of public officials (see,
e.g., Chazan 1992: 281–82, 287; Janoski 1998: 228–30; Brysk 2000a: 288).2

This section then assesses the impact of various dimensions of civil so-
ciety (civic groups, social networks, public forums, and the media) on
the outcome of criminal cases against police officers involved in acts of
brutality, legislation on law enforcement and individual rights, and
congressional activity in the area of police reform.

Dispositions among Participants

The tools of ethnographic research can be useful for investigating atti-
tudes and beliefs that are not easily conveyed in public opinion sur-
veys. They yield a multiplicity of observations that, when aggregated,
suggest empirical patterns that are not easily identified in survey ques-
tionnaires. Initially, I expected to find that groups providing collective
responses to state violence were promoting civic values and trust
among their members. However, the data revealed a much different
picture.

At the individual level, civic engagement in these groups was con-
nected to four types of disposition. First, participants developed skills
that improved their capacity to articulate their interests, make de-
mands, and generate mechanisms of collective action to exhort respon-
siveness from authorities. Activities that fostered organizational skills
included grant-writing, computer literacy (e.g., the use of e-mail and
the Internet, as well as the creation of databases), planning activities
and events, and developing an agenda for group meetings. Some par-
ticipants were able to transfer these skills to other spheres of everyday
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life, primarily the workplace. For some activists, civic engagement
opened access to conferences and debates in university settings and
other spheres where ideas are produced and exchanged. This possibil-
ity often contributed to the development of professionalism among
members—that is, a more strategic, informed, and less visceral ap-
proach to problem-solving. Civic activists with university education ac-
knowledged learning that extremist positions—such as constant de-
nouncing without proposing solutions—did not achieve concrete
results.

The second type of disposition found in my ethnographic study was
a heightened cynicism with respect to formal institutional channels to
obtain justice or make demands. Interviewees talked repeatedly about
their disappointment with specific institutions (e.g., the judiciary, po-
lice, Congress). This frustration was often expressed as disenchantment
with institutions in general. The more they participated, the more cyni-
cal they grew regarding the possibility of improving government insti-
tutions. The implications of this pattern are important, particularly for
the underprivileged. When people know their rights but do not have
the resources and access to effectively demand them, they become in-
creasingly disillusioned with democratic institutions. For many, assert-
ing one’s rights is not an easy task in a context such as that of Ar-
gentina. As one interviewee summarized this reality, “For the poor and
those without access to the powerful, to defend one’s basic rights often
entails a high personal cost—even risking one’s own life.”3 In general,
frustration leads to paralysis and disengagement. This outcome was re-
vealed, for example, in the high rate of “exit” in the organizations in my
study.

In contrast to this trend, I found that some of the activists reinter-
viewed in 2000 had begun to use their newly acquired skills in other
spheres of everyday life to object to everyday discrimination, authori-
tarian behavior, and arbitrariness at home, school, work, church, and in
other spheres of civic life (see Rosenblum 1998: 362; Chandhoke 1995:
247). For some, this disposition ran parallel to a denaturalization of the
condition of being a victim. In this sense, for a small number of partici-
pants, civic engagement contributed to breaking their acceptance of au-
thoritarianism in social relations as a “natural” phenomenon. As one
interviewee mentioned to me in 2000, since becoming involved in one
of the organizations in 1992, she has become aware of the daily forms of
authoritarianism in social relations. For example, she felt that her par-
ticipation had an effect on her children’s education: “Now I’m more

Civic Engagement and Social Dysfunction 143



open, I discuss problems with my children, and most important, my
children’s education at home has been deeply affected by my activism.”
Her children became more aware of authoritarian attitudes at school
and reacted, for instance, when teachers overstepped their authority or
abused their power (e.g., by making degrading remarks about a stu-
dent or violating his privacy).4 A longitudinal study of civic partici-
pants would be very useful for understanding which factors explain
these types of attitudes and whether these dispositions are sustained
over time.

Third, discriminatory attitudes were often present in group interac-
tions in the form of verbal attacks or derogatory remarks about Jews,
negros (the “dark-skinned”), villeros (shantytown inhabitants), and the
poor in general. The evidence indicates that civic engagement did not
help to reduce such attitudes and behaviors; on the contrary, the frus-
tration sometimes associated with participation in a hostile environ-
ment fed intolerance among some members. Tolerance of criminals and
the police did not grow either. A number of participants believed that
common criminals could not be seen as defenseless or innocent victims
and therefore argued that criminals did not have the same rights as
noncriminals (as public opinion surveys in the 1990s showed, this belief
could also be found in the broader society).5 Members of one group
only agreed to defend victims that they deemed to be “innocent”—that
is, they refused to promote the rights of presumed perpetrators. Others
had a similar attitude with respect to the police, explicitly accepting
that “killing a police officer is not such a bad thing.” On occasion, some
of the participants said that they did not want to deal with the rights of
minorities. During a meeting in which one of these groups was dis-
cussing another organization’s proposal to collaborate in a grassroots
conference on human rights, the agenda touched upon the rights of
squatters. One group member emphatically refused to treat the issue as
a “human rights” problem and stated that she did not like “blacks”—
she used the derogatory term negros.6 “I am not ashamed of revealing
that I’m a racist,” she said. Her remarks were not challenged by any
other member of the group. This attitude reflected patterns of racism
and xenophobia in Argentine society, as described in Chapter 3.7

Finally, civic participation in the cluster of groups did not produce
generalized trust, namely, social trust beyond one’s immediate circle of
family, friends, and coparticipants. The idea of social capital as a re-
source that creates broad networks of reciprocity in society is based on
the assumption that people learn to cast their trust net as widely as pos-
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sible. However, among the groups in my sample, I found that civic en-
gagement promoted relatively intense social interactions, but they were
limited to the specific organization and did not extend to those who did
not belong to the group. In other words, trust produced within groups
(particularized trust) made participants less trusting of nonmembers.8

This finding affirms the patterns observed in Weimar Germany and the
United States. In fact, time and again organizations and networks of as-
sociation tend to develop particularized trust under contextual condi-
tions that threaten, in one way or another, their identity and cohesion as
a group.

In the ethnographic study, I sought to distinguish, more specifically,
levels of trust in participants—which involved coding their semistruc-
tured responses on a scale (low-high) of trust in others. I found that so-
cial trust among participants was not evenly distributed across socioe-
conomic status. Although participants in the cluster of groups belonged
mostly to the middle class, a finer analysis of their socioeconomic status
revealed that those with fewer socioeconomic resources (in the form of
income, education, and contact networks) were likely to espouse lower
levels of generalized trust than those with more resources.9 As Foley
and Edwards (1999) have observed, social capital is “context depend-
ent” because the resources and access required to produce such capital
are not evenly distributed across society (pp. 152, 168).

The general pattern of trust found among participants has two ma-
jor implications. First, if we assume that a preference to cooperate with
others is cost-sensitive, we can argue that the sociohistorical context in
which associational activity takes place increases or decreases the costs
of cooperation over time.10 What we observe in Argentina is that, for
the most part, cooperation among participants was confined to those
individuals “whose dispositions and character [were] individually
known to one another”—that is, small, homogeneous groups that relied
on particularized trust (Williams 1988: 6, 8).11 Second, contrary to the
expectation of the neo-Tocquevillean thesis, the observed trend was
that organizational activity engendered for one purpose (e.g., the de-
mand for justice in cases of police violence) did not necessarily gener-
ate social capital readily available for other purposes (e.g., the promo-
tion of civil rights across society) (see Coleman 1988: 108). Under
conditions such as those described in Chapter 3, the “cost threshold”
for cooperation increased considerably in the hostile context of Ar-
gentina, decreasing the chances for generalized trust to emerge, and
also making social capital less accessible to those with fewer resources
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(Williams 1988: 6; Foley and Edwards 1999: 166). The weakness of the
law “as institutionalized cultural values, norms, rules, and rights” in-
tensified the negative aspects of this process (quotation from Cohen
1999: 66; see also Chapter 1).

Interestingly, the pattern found in the ethnographic study was con-
firmed by survey data in Argentina. Indeed, an analysis of public opin-
ion data collected in the second wave (1991) of the World Values Sur-
veys revealed that civic participation in Argentina (measured as
membership in voluntary associations) did not breed social trust in par-
ticipants. First, I examined the relationship between levels of participa-
tion in groups (the number of different organizations to which individ-
uals belong) and social trust (trust in most people).12 I found no
statistically significant difference in participation between those who
trusted others and those who did not (ANOVA test).13 Also, the associ-
ation between participation and trust was nonsignificant in the sample
(Pearson’s correlation). In brief, these data showed no connection be-
tween the level of involvement and social trust.

In turn, I modeled social trust with group membership and demo-
graphic and socioeconomic variables (gender, age, education, and in-
come) as predictors.14 As Table 4.1 shows, the logistic regression analy-
sis reveals that the effect of group membership on social trust is not
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table 4.1

Logistic Regression of Social Trust Predictors

Variable B S.E. Wald df Sig. R Exp (B)

Group 
membership

.0112 .0184 .3754 1 .5401 .0000 1.0113

Gender -.1852 .1828 1.0259 1 .3111 .0000 .8309

Age .0009 .0060 .0239 1 .8770 .0000 1.0009

Education .0419 .0307 1.8639 1 .1722 .0000 1.0428

Income .0929 .0528 3.0987 1 .0784 .0384 1.0974

Constant -1.4834 .4999 8.8048 1 .0030

Dependent 
variable

Social trust

source: World Values Surveys (Argentina, 1991).



statistically significant—that is, participation in formal groups is not a
significant predictor of trust.15 This finding offers additional evidence
(in this case, with a focus on group membership) that the social capital
hypothesis as stated by neo-Tocquevilleans (civic participation pro-
motes social trust) does not work in the Argentine case.

Group Links

The analysis now shifts from the individual to the group level. It fo-
cuses on the kinds of interactions that the civic organizations in my co-
hort established within civil society and with the state. Before dis-
cussing my findings, let me introduce the conceptual framework that I
employ as a basis for the analysis. The categories that structure the hor-
izontal and vertical dimensions are summarized in Tables 4.2 and 4.3. I
illustrate this discussion with examples from my research.

The horizontal dimension refers to the relations within civil society
that help to “interweave the weft and warp of civil society and give it a
more variegated, more resistant fabric” (Stepan 1989: xii). Studies of the
voluntary sector have emphasized the importance of networks in
which associations participate, stressing the need of explaining the role
of civic organizations according to the structure of their external connec-
tions (Chalmers 1997: 6; Hadenius and Uggla 1996: 1627–35). “The im-
pact of organized interests on the type of democracy,” Schmitter (1992)
has argued, “cannot be assessed by merely adding together the associ-
ations present in a given polity but must also take into account the
properties that emerge from their competitive and cooperative interac-
tion” (p. 439). Table 4.2 presents the most significant horizontal links
within civil society, which are arranged according to modal patterns.
These links can be characterized by fragmentation or coalescence.

First, as Table 4.2 depicts, the interaction among groups in a pattern
of fragmentation is characterized by friction, so mutual hostility and
conflict tend to dominate these relationships. In my sample of organi-
zations, confrontation between groups involved competition for mem-
bers, different opinions about cases, access to specific government
agencies, or disagreement over sectoral agendas (e.g., a plan of action in
response to a case of police brutality). Second, when organizations, as a
result of their strategic priorities, are unable or unwilling to support
sectoral interests (or even cross-sectoral interests), they tend to isolate
themselves from the rest of civil society. This has happened, for in-
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stance, when a group promoted an agenda without much support in
society (e.g., the rights of prisoners) and lacked the capacity or willing-
ness to integrate that agenda into a broader rights-oriented movement.
Third, in a pattern of fragmentation, groups tend to establish connec-
tions exclusively within class, gender, or other cleavages. These groups
cater to members of a particular socioeconomic sector and perceive
other groups as unlikely partners, even when they share similar goals.
In my cohort, upper- and middle-class organizations with access to in-
ternational sources of funding were often reluctant to establish links
with groups of lower-income activists.

When civil society organizations find space for consensual action,
they are able to overcome, for instance, personal interests of leaders and
internal group norms. This pattern of interaction, coalescence, was il-
lustrated in my study by groups that collaborated, with successful re-
sults, in the presentation of cases before an international court—when
all attempts to obtain justice in Argentina had been exhausted. When
groups agree on strategic priorities, they are likely to establish alliances
(not necessarily permanent) with groups advancing similar or related
goals. After the city of Buenos Aires gained political autonomy, organi-
zations were able to work together to lobby for the elimination of police
prerogatives that allowed police officers to make arrests even for non-
criminal behavior (such as “hanging around” on a street corner). Fi-
nally, when groups develop social networks that cut across social cleav-
ages, they not only increase their broader influence but also strengthen
the fabric of civil society (see Stepan 1985, particularly his analysis of
the role of civil society in the Brazilian transition to democracy). In Ar-
gentina, organizations working in different areas—such as human
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table 4.2

Horizontal Links within Civil Society

Link Pattern

Fragmentation Coalescence

Interaction Conflict prevails Potential for consen-
sus

Strategic priorities Group interests Alliances

Social networks Within cleavages Across cleavages



Link Pattern

Confrontation Collaboration

Interaction Zero-sum conflict Mutual empower-
ment

Strategic priorities Mutually exclusive
goals

Collaborative agenda

Perception Monolithic state Heterogeneous state

rights, civil rights, women’s rights, development, and environment—
and catering to different social groups, have not been able to create ef-
fective networks to advance common objectives (see Thompson 1996).

Table 4.3 summarizes the most significant dimensions in the rela-
tionship between civil society and the state.16 First, in a pattern of con-
frontation, the civil society–state relationship tends to be reduced to a
zero-sum conflict.17 For some groups, human rights could only be pro-
moted in opposition to the state. In their view, the state was only capa-
ble of violating such rights. Second, in setting their strategic priorities,
civic groups consider their objectives to be inherently opposite to those
of the state and thus assume no common ground for cooperation. For
instance, some organizations in my study employed polar categories
(democratic/authoritarian) to define themselves in relation to a specific
state agency (e.g., the Interior Ministry) and rejected any possible (for-
mal or informal) links with that agency. Third, the perception of the
state held by participants in civil society organizations is important be-
cause it shapes the type of relationship that a group seeks with state
agencies. Several organizations in my study depicted the state as inher-
ently authoritarian and corrupt, perceiving the state apparatus as a
monolithic entity, which convinced them that it was in their best inter-
est not to cooperate with government officials.

The interaction between civic groups and the state in a pattern of col-
laboration may be one of mutual empowerment (see Migdal 1994: 4;
Chazan 1994: 279; Rothchild and Lawson 1994: 256). A request by the
organization Poder Ciudadano (Citizen Power) that political candi-
dates disclose their assets before elections increased the legitimacy of
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Vertical Links with the State



both Poder Ciudadano and the candidates who agreed to participate.
Furthermore, the invitation served as a basis for future cooperation be-
tween the group and those candidates elected to public office. Second,
the belief that it is possible to define an agenda in collaboration with a
segment of the state led a few groups in my sample to work on specific
bills (e.g., on victims’ rights) with legislators at the national and provin-
cial levels. In these cases, strategic priorities of groups were not defined
on the basis of “temperamental” decisions (animosity toward a certain
public official, for instance), but as a result of cultivating a relationship
and offering their experience and expertise. Last, a perception of the
state apparatus as an aggregate of heterogeneous agencies is likely to
result in effective interactions with specific segments of the state. This
perception leads to a more flexible approach to government institu-
tions, which allows some groups to seek supportive niches within the
state. As I found in my research, this approach was likely to modify the
state, strengthening areas that could operate as spaces for mutually
beneficial exchange with civil society. This type of link was not com-
mon among the groups in my study, though. One of the few exceptions
was an organization in Mendoza (Relatives of Defenseless Victims of
Mendoza, FAVIM) that had a multilayered view of the state and oper-
ated using different strategies of negotiation with different segments of
the state hierarchy.

Horizontal Links

The slice of civil society examined in my study showed that, even
among groups that were most likely to coalesce, horizontal links were
few, weak, and generally ineffective. Most of the groups in the cluster
lacked the capacity, motivation, and willingness to cooperate, which
diminished their impact on institutions. Not only did the evidence re-
veal a high degree of fragmentation among these groups, but their coa-
lescence with the rest of civil society was very low. This lack of hori-
zontal links was, to a great extent, a function of the high cost threshold
for cooperation imposed by the broader political and social context in
Argentina.

Two of the groups in the sample, which worked on cases of state re-
pression and seemed to have a similar approach (strongly confronta-
tional) toward government officials, did not converge because their re-
strictive membership practices determined their stance toward each
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other (one had to be a lawyer to join one organization and the child of a
“disappeared” to join the other). They perceived each other as essen-
tially different organizations in spite of their obvious similarities. In the
end, interaction between these two groups was limited to signing state-
ments repudiating acts of police violence or endorsing public demon-
strations. These groups had a strong appeal among young sectors of the
population; thus, a potential nexus of cooperation could have been the
organization of campaigns focused on the rights of young people. In
addition, the groups could have joined forces to approach sympathetic
government officials (particularly in the Justice Ministry) who had pre-
viously worked in the NGO sector.

Even though trust was produced within groups, it was not trans-
lated into broader circles of cooperation. Paradoxically, among organi-
zations that confronted a state accused of human and civil rights of-
fenses, the level of hostility between the groups themselves (e.g.,
because of different approaches to pursuing a case of police violence)
sometimes appeared to be more intense than their animosity toward
the state. Over time, relations between some groups deteriorated to the
point that, for instance, one organization sent memos to local radio sta-
tions announcing that a demonstration organized by another group
had been canceled. As the president of the NGO organizing the event
told me, they saw the incident not only as a boycott of their activities by
the other group, but also as an attempt to win over the other organiza-
tions that had supported the protest.

With a few exceptions (such as CELS and Poder Ciudadano), the
new groups did not establish steady links with other organizations in
the cluster. There were tensions, mutual accusations, and constant dis-
agreement. Groups did not see other organizations in the same uni-
verse as potential allies: the degree of mutual respect and esteem was
dramatically low by any standard. Some groups pursued decisively
confrontational tactics, such as public attacks against the police (e.g., in
demonstrations with significant police presence or in exchanges with
the media), which were strongly opposed by other organizations.
“They are not interested in reforming the institution [the police],” said
one member, referring to another group in the cluster. “They are inter-
ested in confrontation, because confrontation gives them legitimacy be-
fore the marginal youth.”

If cooperation among groups was low, when it occurred, its impact
(on state practices, for instance) was usually weak. Indeed, the inability
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to find common and sustained strategies of cooperation led to more
fragmentation among groups: when cooperation failed, mutual respect
and trust inevitably decreased.

There were, as noted, some exemptions to this poor record of coop-
eration. These were generally found among groups with a strong pro-
fessional background. CELS, for instance, collaborated with organiza-
tions of relatives of victims to present specific cases before the
Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (CIDH). CELS provided
legal advice and facilitated international contacts (especially in the
United States) with these groups. Another organization, Poder Ciu-
dadano, sought to establish cross-sectoral alliances with NGOs work-
ing with minorities (the handicapped, indigenous people, women, and
immigrants) in order to strengthen the role of citizens in promoting the
accountability of public officials. This was part of a foreign-funded proj-
ect designed to identify and publicize all the legal mechanisms avail-
able to citizens for the enforcement of accountability.

Interviewees sometimes referred to a sense of isolation from other
organizations in civil society and society in general. A rabbi who had a
prominent role in an organization of relatives of victims told me:
“When I’m at the square demanding justice every Monday, I want to
know who’s with me, what kind of support there is from civil society.
But they have left us alone. Society and our own [Jewish] organizations
have deserted us.”18 This was a common complaint among victims, rel-
atives of victims, and other participants in these groups: when they or-
ganized to make demands—to denounce injustice—they were usually
ostracized, not only by society at large, but also by the civic organiza-
tions (religious, neighborhood, cultural) that had provided them with
a sense of community before they started their rights-oriented ac-
tivism.

Vertical Links

The relationship between the groups in my study and government
agencies is a microcosm that illustrates some aspects of conflict be-
tween civil society and the state in Argentina. During the 1990s, for sev-
eral organizations in the area of human and civil rights, the state meant
a cohesive, impermeable structure marked by corrupt and authoritar-
ian practices. They perceived the state as an enemy and thus rejected
any possibility of dialogue with government authorities. Some groups
even promoted an antistate message with violent overtones. In this
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type of discourse, the police institution was described as a device for
social control in a system perceived as essentially exploitative and un-
democratic. “The ruling class needs this type of police apparatus, be-
cause it’s a central component of the repressive system in Argentina,”
one lawyer active in a watchdog group told me. Therefore some ac-
tivists believed that the police had to be confronted with violence. An
expression often heard in some festivals (e.g., music festivals “against
repression and ‘trigger-happy’ police”) and demonstrations to protest
police abuse was, “Let’s kill the police and those who control them!”19

Among the groups that did not have a confrontational attitude to-
ward government authorities, several claimed that cooperation with
the state could damage their legitimacy in the eyes of the public. This
dilemma convinced many participants that the potential losses of ap-
proaching the state would outweigh the potential benefits. As a mem-
ber explained to me, their group had devoted significant resources to
gaining public legitimacy, and therefore “the problem is that the social
legitimacy that we have attained in the last few years could be lost if we
cooperate with an agency of the state.”

Two groups in my study (CELS and Poder Ciudadano) were able to
communicate—though only occasionally—and sometimes cooperate
with segments of the state without relinquishing their autonomy. CELS,
for example, engaged in dialogue and collaborated with the Subsecre-
tariat for Human Rights, the Federal Police, the Justice Ministry, the Of-
fice of the Ombudsman in Buenos Aires, and the armed forces in sev-
eral provinces. According to the organization’s former executive
director, the outcome of these interactions was mixed. Bureaucratic lim-
itations and intra- and interagency conflicts often hindered the devel-
opment of wide-ranging programs on issues such as citizen security.
For CELS, a closer link with state agencies gave them increased legiti-
macy with policymakers in general and with some other civil society
organizations (though several groups perceived this approach as dan-
gerous for the autonomy of the organization and criticized the idea of
engaging the state in a nonconfrontational manner).

In my follow-up study in 2000, I observed that CELS had increased
its contacts with state agencies, especially with the Federal Police and
the Ministry of Justice. Reacting to public opinion’s concern over police
abuse, increasing levels of crime, and poor performance of the courts in
the late 1990s, government agencies approached CELS for technical ad-
vice on specific issues (e.g., police reform programs). Indeed, some state
agencies sought the assistance of organizations with legal and technical
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expertise. This suggests that civil society’s expertise could be turned
into a key asset to engage the state in a mutually beneficial relationship.
Rather than working with a model in which civil society replaces the
state (as the state shrinks, for example), it appears to be much more fea-
sible and effective to engage civil society in areas of state action in
which the state’s expertise is deficient. Several groups in my sample
had some know-how or experience that could be of great use to the
state—from expertise in criminal law and forensics to insight into the
psychological effects of violent death in the household.

The link between the state and the NGOs surveyed in this study was
deeply affected by their mutual perceptions. Several of the government
officials interviewed for my study believed that civil society groups did
not have the professional capacity to play a meaningful role in promot-
ing transparency and accountability in state institutions. Likewise, civil
society activists perceived government officials as unlikely partners.
Reflecting general beliefs in society, one NGO member said, “politicians
will do nothing for the people, they only take care of their personal in-
terests.” Thus the possibility of cooperation was greatly reduced when
both sides agreed that the other party was incapable of meaningful ac-
tions and acceptable performance.

What happens when the state seeks to build bridges with civil soci-
ety? In the 1990s the Argentine government tried to “strengthen” civil
society through programs in the provinces centered on civic education.
Even though these programs did not engage my cluster of groups
specifically, it is useful to look at them briefly. Primarily, the govern-
ment focused on low-income communities, identified community lead-
ers, and trained them in organizational and problem-solving skills. The
objective was to reinforce existing associations as a means of increasing
social capital among the poor. In addition, the federal government
launched a program to train public officials at the provincial and mu-
nicipal levels in order to improve the articulation between local author-
ities and civic organizations. This government-sponsored program was
guided by the idea that effective governance relies on strengthening the
power of citizens to participate. As the national coordinator for the pro-
gram explained to me, the project advanced a conception of “good gov-
ernance” centered on transparency, accountability, and popular input
as building blocks of an effective administration. In the words of this
government official: “Traditionally, the conception has been to undercut
the power of the citizen. But if I give the citizen more education, more
leadership, a more inclusive space, I become a better leader.” The pro-
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gram was a sound step in the promotion of leadership skills at the local
level, but the lack of resources in these communities was a major obsta-
cle to the development of concrete solutions to their day-to-day prob-
lems (e.g., employment, child care, health services, education).20

Even though it is not known whether this effort improved civil soci-
ety’s capacity to affect policy outcomes (because follow-up studies were
not part of the program), ethnographic evidence collected in Argentina
in the late 1990s showed that the attempt (including the above-men-
tioned programs) to promote more democratic links between commu-
nity organizations and local government (i.e., links that were not based
on dominance and subordination) tended to be obstructed by poverty,
social exclusion, and strong networks of clientelism, among other fac-
tors. In greater Buenos Aires, for example, solutions to the poor’s prob-
lems primarily pivoted around networks of political brokers (Peronist
Party bosses known as punteros or referentes), who served as intermedi-
aries in the exchange of goods and services for political support and
votes at the municipal level (Auyero 2000: 67; 2001: 90–91). This type of
interaction left little space for autonomous grassroots organizations to
have a real voice in local matters.

The existing system of socioeconomic stratification shaped the kinds
of social links found in contexts of poverty and social exclusion. As
studies in poor areas in Buenos Aires province have shown (e.g.,
Auyero 2001), in this context, clientelism is often “the sole mechanism
providing protection” to those whose rights are not protected otherwise
(Rossetti 1994: 100). Solutions to the poor’s problems are controlled by
a network of brokers, who serve as “gatekeepers, as go-betweens direct-
ing the goods and services coming from the executive branch of the
municipal government (the mayor) to the individuals (the clients) who
are to receive them” (Auyero 2001: 96). The attempts to build civic ca-
pacity in settings marked by material deprivation, chronic unemploy-
ment, violence, and harsh economic constraints were largely futile.
Javier Auyero (2000) has shown that the “solutions, services, and pro-
tection” supplied by clientelistic networks in poor areas were not con-
strued by the clients as embedded in a system of unequal power (p. 73).
On the contrary, clients viewed these exchanges with party bosses who
acted as intermediaries in clientelistic networks as nurturing “trust, sol-
idarity, reciprocity, caring, and hope.” As Carlo Rossetti (1994) has ex-
plained in reference to another setting: “If the protection of generalized
rights is weak or absent, protest and political demands tend to find a
niche within the clientelistic order, regulated by particularistic and ille-

Civic Engagement and Social Dysfunction 155



gal exchange, because clientelism is the sole mechanism providing pro-
tection.” As a result, “clientelistic exchange, as an organizing principle
of the polity, may involve far more than dyadic relations and fa-
voritism; it may also affect the ground rules for the structuring of social
relationships” (pp. 100–101). In brief, this analysis suggests that state-
sponsored programs to build social capital cannot disregard the condi-
tions that sustain structural inequality and social exclusion at the local
level.21

Government-sponsored programs to promote civic engagement may
represent a “second-best” option, especially for disadvantaged sectors
of society, unless they incorporate actual measures to increase the
prospect for citizens to influence policy decisions directly. When partic-
ipation does not influence the decision-making process, it “might actu-
ally be counter-productive in raising expectations that are not then
met” (Wilson 1999: 253, quotation on 250). This is especially true among
traditionally excluded social groups. The impact of failed expectations
on public support for political institutions may outweigh the results of
civil society–building programs. Failed expectations can be especially
damaging when the legitimacy of institutions is already very low, as in
the case of Argentina (this is relevant for other countries in Latin Amer-
ica too; see Lagos 1997; 2001).

A Combined Model

What happens when we combine the patterns at the horizontal and ver-
tical levels in a single model and employ it to assess the practices of the
organizations in my sample? The horizontal and vertical connections
among organizations reveal the general characteristics of this cluster of
associations. I sorted organizations according to their modal pattern of
horizontal and vertical links, by which I mean a predominant mode of
engagement, following the categories outlined in Tables 4.2 and 4.3.
This analysis assumes that the behavior of an organization can follow a
certain pattern, but does not necessarily mean that the organization has
a unique, unidimensional profile.

The classificatory scheme is based on an index consisting of three
variables. I employ the index to assign values to the organizations on
the horizontal and vertical dimensions. The horizontal indicators meas-
ure the degree of conflict versus common interests, the group’s strategic
priorities in relation to other actors and its capacity to reach an under-
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standing with other groups, and the nature of the group’s embedment
in social networks. At the vertical level, the indicators focus on the de-
gree of collaboration and compromise with state agencies, the strategic
priorities of groups in addressing government interests and agendas,
and the group’s aggregate perception of the state apparatus as mono-
lithic or diverse.22

Coding entailed placing all groups within my classification scheme.
In coding the qualitative evidence, I took into account data collected
through interviews, archival research, and participant observation. In
evaluating an organization, I made a judgment about key attributes of
the group, taking into account the evidence as a whole. I paid attention
to the extent to which coding reflected a single conceptual scheme or a
trend among competing views within the group. Both discourse and
practices were taken into consideration in the analysis.23

In general, the groups in my study showed a significant degree of
homogeneity in the dispositions of their members. This homogeneity,
however, was not always the result of a consensus in the group. In fact,
it often concealed a phenomenon inimical to the creation of political
pluralism and democratic attitudes in the realm of association: mem-
bers were likely to choose the exit option when they disagreed with the
leadership or a majority in the group. This pattern reflected a “bias
against voice,” because participants were likely to perceive those mem-
bers who spoke up “as introducing a conflict and thus threatening the
solidarity, mission, or purpose of the group” (Warren 2001: 103–8, quo-
tation on 104). In the cluster of groups I examined in Argentina, exit
was likely to create disengagement and disillusionment among indi-
viduals, despite the availability of alternative groups.24

Table 4.4 shows the distribution of my sample of organizations ac-
cording to the classificatory scheme.25 A group that fell into the north-
west (NW) cell (fragmentation, confrontation) tends to perceive the
state as a monolithic, antagonistic institution and to find no common
interests with other groups. An organization in the northeast (NE) cell
tends to be hostile toward the state, but has multiple interactions with
other groups in civil society, especially in the area of human and civil
rights. A group in the southwest (SW) cell gives priority to the interac-
tion with the state at the expense of its links with other groups. This
type of group does not participate in horizontal alliances or maintain
sustained interactions with other organizations. Finally, an organization
in the southeast (SE) cell tends to find potential for consensus and col-
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laboration both within civil society and with the state. This type of
group has repeated interactions with state agencies, participates in hor-
izontal networks, and develops links with other civic organizations.

As Table 4.4 shows, nearly three-fourths of the civic organizations in
my study fell outside the SE cell. This cell approximates the neo-Toc-
quevillean idea that civic organizations are likely to promote coopera-
tion and collaboration with other groups in civil society and to engage
in an interaction of mutual empowerment with the state. Forty percent
of the organizations fell into the NW cell. These groups displayed a pro-
file of confrontation with the state—often expressed in their inability or
unwillingness to find spaces of cooperation with government agencies.
They often approached the state—whether at the “commanding
heights,” in the “trenches,” or at any other level of the hierarchy—as an
enemy.26 These civic groups were unlikely to cooperate with organiza-
tions advocating similar or complementary objectives. They were also
unlikely to develop networks across social cleavages.

International and Transnational Links

I have paid attention to the horizontal and vertical links of human and
civil rights organizations at the domestic level. However, a reference to
their connections with international actors and transnational networks
is also warranted. Indeed, the two most “civic” organizations in the
sample, CELS and Poder Ciudadano, were also among the most
transnational ones. CELS has had long-standing links to international
actors since the military regime of 1976–83 held power. As part of the
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table 4.4

Empirical Relationship between Horizontal and Vertical Links:
Human and Civil Rights NGOs in Argentina (percent)

Vertical Link 
(with the State)

Horizontal Link 
(within Civil Society)

Fragmentation Coalescence

Confrontation 40 13

Collaboration 20 27

note: Percentages are based on three-item series (for each dimension). N = 15.



domestic human rights movement that denounced the military’s rights
violations, members of CELS and other groups “traveled frequently to
the United States and Europe, where they met with human rights or-
ganizations, talked to the press, and met with parliamentarians and
government officials” (Keck and Sikkink 1998: 105). In order to effec-
tively denounce human rights violations by the military government,
these organizations “sought foreign contacts to publicize the human
rights situation, to fund their activities, and to help themselves from
further repression by their government, and they provided evidence to
U.S. and European policymakers” (pp. 105–6). Financial support from
U.S.-based and European foundations to Argentine human rights
groups was key to the development of transnational links.27

The long-standing relationship between CELS and the Ford Founda-
tion dates back to this period. After the transition to democracy, CELS
continued to receive funding from Ford and other international organ-
izations to support its activities.28 In addition, CELS became part of sev-
eral transnational networks for the promotion of justice and govern-
ment transparency, and carried out joint projects with the
Inter-American Institute of Human Rights (IIDH) in Costa Rica, the
Center for Justice and International Law (CEJIL), and universities in the
United States and Chile. Most of the members of CELS—especially
those in leadership positions—are cosmopolitan and have fluid links
with colleagues in similar organizations in the Americas and Europe.
International funding and insertion in transnational networks helped
CELS to sustain its everyday work, to maintain international visibility,
and sometimes to legitimate its demands on the Argentine state during
the 1990s.29 However, reduced international interest in Argentina after
the establishment of democracy made it difficult for CELS and other
groups to secure financial support, to count on sustained international
solidarity, or to expect international actors to help denounce such prob-
lems as police violence and exert pressure on government authorities,
thus putting in motion the “boomerang process” that was so efficient in
the late 1970s and 1980s (on this earlier process, see Keck and Sikkink
1998: 107). Attention to Argentina’s democracy waned in the late 1980s
when a candidate from the opposition party was elected to office and
the country was perceived as having entered its democratic “consolida-
tion” phase, and as international concern in the field of rights and de-
mocratization shifted to areas other than Latin America.

Poder Ciudadano emerged after the transition to democracy, but its
pattern of international and transnational links has been very similar to
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that of CELS. In fact, Poder Ciudadano has successfully secured fund-
ing from international sources (including the U.S. Agency for Interna-
tional Development and several European and U.S.-based foundations)
and domestic groups and businesses as well. This organization created
an inter-American network for the promotion of democracy in 1995 and
a year later became the Argentine chapter for Transparency Interna-
tional. As in the case of CELS, most of the leadership of Poder Ciu-
dadano received advanced education abroad and regularly participate
in international forums on democracy-building.

Whereas the direct impact of international actors has been gener-
ally positive, it is important to note some of the limitations imposed
by international sponsors and some of the problems associated with
maintaining transnational links while coping with a difficult domestic
environment. Three issues in particular deserve attention. First, or-
ganizations with more international and transnational links have
fewer connections to the rank and file. This pattern is especially evi-
dent in the case of Poder Ciudadano. According to my observations,
this group did not establish solid and sustained relations with grass-
roots organizations working directly with underprivileged sectors. In-
deed, the interaction that Poder Ciudadano established with less priv-
ileged groups was mostly hierarchical and tied to short-term issues
(often funded from abroad).30 In fact, a number of the association’s de-
cisions during my period of research suggested a propensity to favor
international over domestic contacts.

Second, changes in international support for these groups had a sig-
nificant impact on their activities and agenda. Having assumed that the
advent of democracy itself would bring about a positive and mutually
reinforcing interaction with civil society, many international organiza-
tions cut back their funding in new democracies such as Argentina. The
combination of reduced support and a focus on short-term projects re-
stricted the capacity of domestic groups to develop long-term programs
dealing with such complex issues as access to justice and government
accountability. Alternative sources of funding at the domestic level
have not been able to replace the critical international support.

Third, the ability to project the issues raised by domestic groups onto
an international stage depends on what kinds of issues are relevant to
transnational publics. The relative political and economic stability en-
joyed by Argentina in the 1990s (after the hyperinflation crisis) and de-
creasing international concern for the military abuses of the past
pushed the country to the sidelines in the eyes of the international
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rights community. Deficiencies in the protection of individual rights
and weak controls over police violence were not seen as serious threats
to the stability of democracy. This new context closed many of the for-
mer avenues available to rights organizations to enlist international
support for their activities. It is important to mention that Argentina re-
ceived international attention in the early 1990s for reasons other than
democracy or rights: it became a showcase of economic success for the
international financial community; even the Wall Street Journal hailed
the “Argentine miracle” on its front page (September 11, 1992).

Although international attention decreased in the areas of “tradi-
tional” human rights, the emergence of new issues in the international
arena helped to advance the demands of some groups. For example,
lacking support from the rest of Argentina’s civil society, the incipient
gay rights organization Homosexual Community of Argentina (CHA)
turned instead to international support for its efforts to reverse the offi-
cial decision to deny formal legal recognition to the association. Indeed,
the government agency responsible for granting legal status to non-
profit organizations dismissed CHA’s petition for recognition, claiming
that the group’s purposes were against the “common good” and,
specifically, contrary to the family and the nation’s moral order. CHA
appealed the decision and the case eventually made it to the Supreme
Court of Justice, which ruled against the group (Kornblit, Pecheny, and
Vujosevich 1998: 26–27). The Supreme Court judges justified its deci-
sion with Roman Catholic doctrine and moral arguments, as well as ar-
guments about protecting the family and the common good and the
impossibility of sanctioning a condition that has negative effects on so-
ciety as a whole.31 Responding to CHA’s calls for assistance, European
and U.S.-based gay organizations organized public protests against
then-president Menem during his visits to Europe and the United
States in the early 1990s, in which he sought to attract investment in a
stable and democratic “First World” Argentina. These protests
prompted Menem to use his discretionary powers to change the ruling
and give CHA legal recognition (pp. 127–28). This political decision
was motivated by the president’s desire to eliminate obstacles to his
agenda, rather than by a sincere attempt to redress a succession of ho-
mophobic rulings. In this respect, the outcome of this case did not im-
ply a legal victory for the gay organization because formal recognition
was not granted as a result of a debate over constitutional arguments.32
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Controlling State Coercive Power

The question of whether civic groups have the capacity to control and
impose limits on the coercive power of the state centers on the effect of
civil society organizations at the institutional level. Indeed, most em-
pirical studies of the civil society–democracy link have been focused on
political culture effects, saying little about the capacity of voluntary as-
sociations to exert a direct impact on the state. So, how does civil soci-
ety influence the state’s coercive side? My analysis is focused on civil
society’s contribution to control and reform the police force—the effort
to make the police accountable to the law.33 The study consists of two
parts. The first centers on the democratizing potential of organizations
through the judicial system. The second examines the influence of civil
society via the legislative process.

First, I focus on the role of organizations in securing indictments and
convictions of police officers involved in acts of brutality (mostly arbi-
trary killings of civilians by police agents). When police officers torture
or kill a civilian (in a case that constitutes abuse of force), it is extremely
difficult for victims or relatives to seek justice in Argentina (see Chapter
3, Table 3.3). This fact was also confirmed in dozens of interviews with
relatives of victims of police violence. Unless the relatives had large so-
cioeconomic resources, they could not expect a proper legal resolution
of their case (and even if they had the resources, the likelihood of a fair
trial was slim) (see Brinks 2002: 44–49). The case was likely to be rap-
idly dismissed because of insufficient evidence (witnesses were often
intimidated by the police, forensic reports were falsified or distorted) or
because the police investigation “showed” that the victim represented
a threat (this was usually done by planting a weapon or altering evi-
dence at the crime scene).

If relatives successfully demanded an investigation, they had to ob-
tain a private criminal lawyer and one or more forensic experts. As a
study on the rule of law in Argentina has explained, “the length and
complexity of the criminal process” in this country makes private legal
defense “prohibitively expensive for the majority of the population”
(Ungar 2002: 203). This is especially significant when we consider that
most cases of police violence involved victims from lower-income sec-
tors.34 In addition to the financial burden of this process, the psycholog-
ical toll on relatives of victims accusing the police was also very high,
especially because of threats and harassment by the police themselves.

As a result, the pursuit of justice in cases of police abuse without any
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organizational help was likely to fail rapidly. Therefore voluntary or-
ganizations concerned with police violence played a fundamental role
in this process. These groups often provided legal representation, ex-
pertise, and personal support to relatives of victims. It is thus important
to examine the performance of these organizations in the realm of legal
defense. My empirical question is, what was the success rate of the civic
organizations that pursued criminal cases of police brutality in the
1990s? A high rate of indictments and convictions of police officers for
acts of brutality may, over time, lead to reforms in the police institution
and to increased protection of the rights of citizens. Even though we
cannot assume that such a success will lead to sustainable, comprehen-
sive police reform, an analysis of the outcome of these cases can pro-
vide a measure of the effectiveness of civil society groups in promoting
accountability.

In the second part of my study, I examine the influence of civil soci-
ety on congressional activity to democratize the police. As other studies
have shown (e.g., Bermeo and Nord 2000), the connection between civil
society and the legislature has vital implications for the construction of
democratic polities (see Chapter 1). For example, the experience of Eu-
rope in the nineteenth century showed that “the internalized link be-
tween the citizenry and the formal arenas of representation” played a
crucial role “in determining whether groups would be supportive of
democracy or not.” Weak links between citizens and parliaments had a
negative impact on the prospects of building strong democracies: “The
greater the mass of groups that felt disconnected from allegedly ‘repre-
sentative’ institutions, the weaker the foundations of representative
government itself.” In Europe, the “sense of connectedness” between
organized citizens and parliament came not only from political parties,
which linked sectors of the citizenry to representative institutions, but
also from the specific public policies generated by those institutions.
Nineteenth-century Europe revealed that the level of connection be-
tween civil society and democratic institutions was a decisive element
in the movement toward democracy (Bermeo 2000: 252, quotations on
244). In contemporary democracies, the influence of social actors at the
law-making level is a key area of civil society’s potential to affect the in-
stitutional sphere (Avritzer 2002a: 49).

If we want to assess the ability of civil society to influence the estab-
lishment of limits on the coercive side of the state, it is important to ex-
amine the impact of civic groups and networks on legislation designed
to democratize the police. This is especially relevant in new democra-
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cies, where the police force often expresses strong authoritarian ten-
dencies, resulting from years of military rule and lack of democratic
controls. In order to explore this question, my analysis centers, first, on
the cluster of human and civil rights organizations and their impact on
legislation. I then investigate the connection between civil society in
general and congressional activity in the area of police reform for the
period 1983–96.

Legal Effectiveness

It is extremely difficult to gather reliable data on the outcome of cases of
police violence in Argentina and to determine the role played by hu-
man and civil rights organizations in these cases. One of the associa-
tions included in my ethnographic study, CORREPI (Coalition against
Police and Institutional Repression), compiled an inventory of cases of
victims of police violence dating back to 1983. Data are available for 327

individual cases of killings of civilians by the police in circumstances
that showed an arbitrary use of force (some of these cases also included
torture). These cases received attention in the media and support from
organizations in the area of human and civil rights. The files recorded
the legal outcome of each case as of 1998, classified by region (federal
capital, Buenos Aires province, and the rest of the country).35

Table 4.5 shows the status of these cases by 1998. In 23.2 percent of
the cases, police officers were detained and indicted for the killings, and
in one out of four cases, police officers were convicted for the crime.
One must note, however, that sometimes officers condemned for killing
a civilian received light sentences—two or three years at the most. In
one case, a police officer who killed an unarmed person after a soccer
match was sentenced to nine years in prison and, following an appeal,
the sentence was reduced to two and a half years. There were no major
regional differences in indictments and convictions: the percentage of
indictments in the city of Buenos Aires (the federal capital) was slightly
lower than in the rest of the country, while the rate of convictions in the
interior provinces was higher than in the federal capital and Buenos
Aires province.

What was the actual effectiveness of civic organizations in the legal
arena? The figures in Table 4.5 suggest some trends. First, the percent-
age of convictions (24.5) did not lag far behind the percentage of cases
that did not result in a sentence (33.7).36 This means that, in spite of the
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hostile context in which these cases were pursued, the rate of success
was quite encouraging. However, most of the cases under investigation
or in process as of 1998—which constituted 16.5 percent of the total—
should probably be considered discontinued because they had had that
status for five, six, or even ten years. If this percentage is added to the
cases with no convictions, then the rate of success is not as reassuring as
it initially seemed.

Also, when the broader context of police violence is taken into ac-
count—that is, both the number of killings and the fact that most cases
of police violence are swiftly dismissed without proper investigation—
then the rate of success of civic groups in curbing impunity is more
modest than it looks in the table.37 Indeed, according to data on the to-
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table 4.5

Legal Outcomes in Cases of Police Violence (percent)

source: CORREPI, “Archivo de casos, 1983–1998: Recopilación de muertes de personas
a manos de las fuerzas de seguridad en Argentina,” available at http://www.dere-
chos.org/correpi/muertes.html.

Federal
Capital

Buenos
Aires

Province

Provinces Total

Cases set aside 30.8 13.2 13.5 14.7

Cases not pursued 3.8 0.7 7.8 4.3

Cases reopened — 4.1 0.6 2.1

In process — 4.1 1.9 2.7

Cases being investigated 11.6 13.1 14.7 13.8

Detentions and indict-
ments

19.2 23.4 23.7 23.2

Sentences 23.1 22.8 26.3 24.5

Acquittals or cases dis-
missed

11.5 13.8 7.7 10.7

Lesser charges/wrong in-
dictees

— 4.8 3.8 4.0

Total 100 100 100 100

N 26 145 156 327



tal number of arbitrary killings of civilians by the police in the federal
capital and greater Buenos Aires (N = 1785; there are no systematic data
for the rest of Buenos Aires province), the cases of police violence in-
cluded in the inventory (only for these areas) represent around 10 per-
cent of the total number of civilians killed by the police since the first
years of democracy.38

The Legislative Arena: Organizations and Reform

The cluster of human and civil rights organizations in my study had
very few connections with the legislature. There were a few exceptions,
however. As the following examples show, when state and civil society
actors come together, the results can be encouraging. Indeed, civil soci-
ety organizations can provide solid expertise—the result of years of ex-
perience in the trenches—that can be of significant use for legislators
committed to reforming institutions.

The sustained work conducted by CELS on police violence had a
substantial influence on a bill introduced in 1996 to reform personnel
regulations in the Federal Police.39 The core of the bill was to allow po-
lice officers to carry their weapons only while on duty. Indeed, several
studies conducted by CELS showed that, in the city of Buenos Aires,
nearly 50 percent of civilians killed by the police in shoot-outs involved
off-duty police officers (CELS/Human Rights Watch 1998: 89; see also
CELS 1996 and 1997). The research revealed that, in many cases, inno-
cent civilians were victims of the police’s excessive and indiscriminate
use of firepower. Thus the rationale of the bill was to limit these occur-
rences by restricting the use of weapons by police officers under condi-
tions in which the safety of civilians could be placed in jeopardy.40 Al-
though the bill was not passed, this example illustrates how the
information produced by a civic organization could be employed by
legislators to present a concrete solution that would probably have low-
ered the number of civilian victims in Buenos Aires.

A group of relatives of victims of police violence in the province of
Mendoza (FAVIM) promoted a bill to reform a section of the province’s
penal process code (Article 89) that limited the rights of victims and
their relatives in criminal proceedings: the victim or relatives could not
have access to the results of preliminary investigations if no one had
been indicted in the case. In the late 1980s and 1990s, Mendoza had a
more serious police abuse problem than most provinces. There were
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numerous cases of police brutality involving executions, disappear-
ances, and torture in this province.41 Thus this bill represented an im-
portant step in the promotion of the rule of law in Mendoza.

Under increasing public concern with this situation, the provincial
legislature approved the bill in 1993. The new article guaranteed the
victim of any criminal act or his/her direct relatives (1) the right to be
treated in a respectful manner by judicial authorities, (2) the right to be
morally and physically protected during the criminal process, and (3)
the right to be informed of the legal proceedings related to the case, in-
cluding the status of the process and the indictments made. The article
stated that victims and their relatives must be informed of all the legal
possibilities available to them to affect the criminal proceedings, in-
cluding the right to become a civil plaintiff in the case. By becoming a
civil plaintiff, a victim or victim’s relative could gain access to informa-
tion relevant to the case, which could be used to push for further inves-
tigations and faster justice. This bill was the direct result of the experi-
ence of relatives of victims and their lawyers in cases of police violence
in Mendoza. FAVIM played a central role in crafting the bill and lobby-
ing for its sanction. In fact, the personal narratives of relatives of civil-
ians killed by the police in this province had a strong impact on the leg-
islature’s decision to pass this reform quickly.

While the provincial media supported FAVIM’s efforts to reform the
penal process code, the very same media worked to black out news of
the activities of FAVIM and other human and civil rights groups in
Mendoza. This change was due primarily to government pressures. In-
deed, in a context of corruption, co-optation, and weak legal guaran-
tees, the media did not support in a sustained manner the prodemocra-
tic role of groups such as FAVIM. In turn, FAVIM’s greater willingness
to cooperate with government institutions—partly in response to its
legislative success—caused distrust and conflict with other rights or-
ganizations in the province. This pattern concurs with the findings in
Buenos Aires, where, as noted, the interaction among groups was
largely marked by mutual hostility and conflict. Also, it shows the dif-
ficulty of breaking a vicious circle of noncooperation within civil soci-
ety and between civil society groups and the state nourished by a
deeply embedded distrust of the government and a heightened compe-
tition for resources.
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A Broader Look

These illustrations show that cooperation between civic groups and the
legislature (in these cases, at the national and provincial levels) can
have democratizing effects. It is possible, however, to run a much more
comprehensive test of the relationship between civil society and con-
gressional activity in Argentina. The influence of civil society on the
legislature can be examined from a broader perspective by measuring
the connection between civil society activity and congressional debate
on the reform of the police institution since Argentina’s return to
democracy in 1983. To do so, I collected data on legislative proposals
that dealt with some reform aspect of the police institution. This infor-
mation served as a basis for an initial dataset consisting of 120 bills for
the period 1983–96 (96 bills originated in the Chamber of Deputies, 16

in the Senate, and 8 in the executive branch).
I categorized these bills according to two criteria: (1) their “democra-

tizing” value, and (2) their level of importance. First, the content of each
bill was codified according to a set of standards designed to place it
along a continuum from “strongly democratic” to “strongly undemoc-
ratic” (a seven-point scale) (see below for details on the standards and
rationale employed in this categorization).42 In turn, the relevance of the
law (important, somewhat important, low importance) was determined
by the breadth of the bill, its potential impact on the police institution
as a whole, and (when applicable) the number and magnitude of mod-
ifications to existing laws. For instance, a proposal that regulated the
police’s authority to detain citizens was considered an important bill; a
proposal that reformed a specific feature of police officers’ working
conditions was classified as a somewhat important bill; and a proposal
to cancel a certain monetary debt of the police institution with the state
was coded as a bill with a low level of democratic relevance (see Mo-
linelli, Palanza, and Sin 1999: 94 n. 71).

The central assumption underlying my criteria for democratic qual-
ity was that “human rights violations perpetrated by police officers are
one of the major problems of Argentina’s democracy” (CELS/Human
Rights Watch 1998: 11). Therefore, the overarching criterion was to con-
sider a bill democratic when it eliminated or restricted the police’s
power to violate human rights, individual rights, and constitutional
guarantees. Specifically, a bill was classified as more democratic when
(1) it corrected, modified, or eliminated authoritarian, corrupt, or negli-
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gent practices and procedures, (2) it restricted or eliminated police
powers that were unnecessary for the effective deployment of security
and protection, and (3) it corrected one of the following problems: (a)
structural deficiencies in the decision-making system that hindered
horizontal accountability (e.g., lack of external controls to police work),
(b) informal rules embedded in the institution’s culture that promoted
violence, authoritarianism, or excessive use of force, (c) poor instruction
and police training (which often resulted in recruitment of second-rate
candidates), (d) substandard working conditions (which often led to
corrupt practices), and (e) deficient internal organization (e.g., highly
centralized leadership, arbitrary system of promotions, and overlap-
ping responsibilities).43

The most challenging problem in this empirical analysis was to trace
the presence of civil society input in the bills dealing with the police. I
found a solution to this problem that tried to maximize the information
available in the congressional material. The analysis was focused on the
section of each bill (Fundamentos) in which the legislator(s) explained
the basic principles that sustained the proposal and provided back-
ground to the bill. Adopting a broad definition of civil society—which
included the various social networks, associations, and publics through
which individuals interact and become involved in public life—I
recorded all references to civil society in each legislative proposal. Ref-
erences to civil society included the following: (1) public opinion (gen-
eral references to public concerns with police abuse, citizen security,
and other issues); (2) media (direct references to the local media and to
specific cases that attracted public attention, such as the Bulacio case,44

police repression at sports events and rock concerts, and the kidnap-
ping of businessmen); (3) organized citizen action (such as mobiliza-
tions of concerned citizens in reaction to specific incidents of police re-
pression); and (4) organizations of civil society (specific references to
NGOs, foundations, think tanks, professional associations, student or-
ganizations, committees of parents, and other civic associations).45 In
general, civil society organizations provided technical advice for the
bills or voiced their concern to legislators on recurring problems con-
cerning police action.

The analysis of the congressional data would not be complete with-
out considering what led to the legislative activity. Therefore I included
a measure of police violence in the analysis. The goal was to establish
the extent to which legislation responded to variations in the levels of
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police abuse. In order to express the degree of police violence over time,
I calculated (using data collected by CELS) the yearly rate of civilians
killed by the police relative to the number of police officers killed that
same year. This measure was based on the rationale that, in a time se-
ries analysis, an increase in the number of civilians killed by the police
relative to the number of police deaths expressed a rise in the arbitrary
use of force by the police (e.g., “trigger-happy” occurrences).46

Figure 4.1 includes all bills rated as “democratic” (N = 95) according
to the coding criteria explained above.47 The figure shows a pattern of
reactive congressional activity to variations in the level of police vio-
lence. The number of bills introduced in Congress followed almost
identically the variations in the measure of police violence (with only
one major difference in 1995). This pattern suggests that congressional
activity to democratize the police was a response to police violence, es-
pecially because an increase in the level of police violence resonated in
the media and thus influenced public opinion. If legislators submitted
bills as an immediate response to peaks of police violence, it follows
that most legislative proposals were geared to appease public opinion
and probably resulted from a superficial analysis of the problems of law
enforcement and citizen security. Few legislators could attest to having
a consistent and informed approach to police reform and the problem
of citizen security. As interviews with congressional aides and civil so-
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ciety activists revealed, congressional commissions seldom sought the
expertise of civil society groups, and there were no formal channels for
introducing input from civil society. Indeed, input from some sectors of
civil society was incorporated into the legislative debate only in se-
lected cases that received a high level of media attention. As civic ac-
tivists told me, the reactive nature of congressional activity made it vir-
tually impossible for them to establish sustained, effective cooperation
with legislators in matters of police reform. The interest of Congress in
the question of police brutality was limited to responses to specific
crises—as the data in Figure 4.1 show.

The bills with some reference to civil society followed closely the
variations in police violence. These bills represented 27.4 percent of all
the “democratic” proposals introduced in the period 1983–96 (see Table
4.6). A majority of the bills that included a reference to civil society had
the potential to substantially affect police activity (73.1 percent).48 Even
though the presence of civil society in democratic bills was modest, the
input from civil society was concentrated on important bills. Also, as
the total number of democratic bills increased in the 1990s (there was an
average of 3.6 bills per year in the period 1984–89 and 11.0 in 1990–96),
the number of democratic bills with a reference to civil society followed
a similar pattern (with an average of 0.6 bills per year in 1984–89 and
3.3 in 1990–96).49 However, in more than thirteen years, only 7.7 percent
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table 4.6

Congressional Activity Related to Police Reform, 1983–1996 (percent)

source: Congressional data, Argentina, 1983–1996.

Democratic
Bills

Undemocratic
Bills

Total

Bills including references
to civil society

27.4 12.0 24.2

Bills including democratic
language

52.6 40.0 50.0

No reference to civil soci-
ety or democratic lan-
guage

20.0 48.0 25.8

Total 100 100 100

N 95 25 120



of the bills to democratize the police with a reference to civil society
were passed by Congress50—and only 8.4 percent of all democratic pro-
posals were turned into laws.51

So far, these data reveal a modest presence of civil society in bills to
democratize the police, a concentration of input from civil society on
bills of significant relevance, and an increase in the link between civil
society and Congress in the 1990s. There is yet another dimension of the
link between civil society and the legislature that deserves attention. As
explained in Chapter 1, informal and formal networks of association
have the potential to create spaces for debate in the public sphere that
can enter the realm of institutions (Ryan 2001: 242; Cohen 1999: 58–59;
Young 1999: 157). In order to track this type of civil society influence on
congressional activity, we can look for specific “democratic” elements
of the legislative discourse. Indeed, when we trace the presence of a
rights-oriented discourse in the legislative proposals to reform the po-
lice, we find that 52.6 percent of the democratic bills in the sample con-
tain language that asserts notions of constitutionalism, individual
rights, human rights, accountability, rule of law, and limits to state
power (Table 4.6). Moreover, the presence of democratic discourse in-
creased in the 1990s—from 2.4 bills per year with this type of discourse
in 1984–89 to 5.4 bills per year in 1990–96.

If we place this last finding in the context of human rights activity in
contemporary Argentina, we observe that the new human and civil
rights movement may have inherited the democratizing role assumed
by the old-line human rights movement that emerged in response to
state terrorism in the 1970s. The presence of a democratic discourse with
emphasis not only on human rights, but also on the rights of citizenship
(with direct reference to the rule of law) may be a result of the new wave
of associational activity that converged in the 1990s around issues
whose referent was not an authoritarian past but the deficiencies of a
democratic present. In this respect, this segment of civil society might
have influenced public sphere debates by engaging in the production
and circulation of information on police violence, lack of institutional
accountability, and judicial ineffectiveness (see Chapter 1). Debates in
the public sphere, in turn, entered the arena of legislative activity
through bills intended to create a more democratic police in Argentina.

There is an important caveat to this analysis, though. As congres-
sional data have shown in Argentina (and other countries), legislators
often introduce many bills with little or no chance of becoming law. In-
deed, these bills are only introduced to please voters and special inter-
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est groups (Molinelli, Palanza, and Sin 1999: 97, 435, table 2.207). This
fact raises an important question: Was the presence of a democratic dis-
course in legislative production purely rhetorical? As the example of
the infamous Federal Police’s edicts (edictos) shows, when Congress
faced the challenge to privilege constitutionalism and the rights of citi-
zens over police prerogatives, it chose not to follow the path of com-
mitment to democratic values. And as was already explained, the exec-
utive played a significant role in the legislative process because of the
presidency’s political and institutional power, used amply by Menem
in the 1990s.

The edicts, which allowed police officers to detain and arrest people
for noncriminal behavior (using criteria such as their physical appear-
ance) were the focus of heated debate following Argentina’s return to
democracy. As Ungar (2002) put it: “Edicts allow police to punish peo-
ple for who they are rather than what they have done, without being
burdened by judicial processes and protections” (p. 92). After the fed-
eral capital gained political autonomy in 1995 and with the support of
a broad network of civil society organizations, the newly constituted
legislature eliminated the edicts and replaced them with a much more
democratic code in 1998, which, among other provisions, established
precise rules about detention procedures.52 This decision, which repre-
sented an important step toward the democratization of the Federal Po-
lice, was soon contested by the police institution itself (which resorted
to other mechanisms to preserve its old powers) and by middle-class
neighborhood organizations (which protested the new code as permis-
sive of criminal, offensive, scandalous behavior, and as a concession to
marginal groups) (Ungar 2002: 95–96).

In 1999, President Menem took action on the matter and issued a de-
cree that virtually reinstated many of the police prerogatives under the
old edicts (Ungar 2002: 89–96; CELS 1998: 164–78). Two years after
Menem’s decree, the national Congress passed a law that increased the
powers of the Federal Police to interrogate and conduct searches—new
powers that, according to legal scholars and civic organizations, vio-
lated basic constitutional guarantees such as the right to privacy and
the freedom of movement. The law passed in June 2001 gave the police
new prerogatives, including the authority to demand information from
a suspect on the site of the arrest and the power to make a search with-
out witnesses. The law was contested by civil rights organizations. In-
deed, before it was passed, CELS distributed a report to all legislators,
alerting them to the serious constitutional violations contained in the
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legislation. Notwithstanding this warning, the bill was swiftly passed
with almost no debate (Videla 2001). Subsequent legislation, including
eventful modifications to the penal process code, carried new limita-
tions on individual rights.53

Conclusion

The contrasting trends among human and civil rights organizations in
Argentina cannot be attributed solely to the features of these associa-
tions; one has to explain them in reference to the broader context in
which civic engagement takes place. These trends cannot be under-
stood without attention to the overall weakness of the rule of law in this
country, as described in Chapter 3. Given the high cost threshold for co-
operation in society, it has not been surprising to find few horizontal
links among civil society groups and low levels of social trust among
participants. In turn, the maze of obstacles that lies between a civic
group and the achievement of justice—for instance, when an agent of
the state commits a serious offense against one or more citizens—is so
daunting that it is likely that civic participation will lead to distrust in
institutions and cynicism about formal channels of participation.

Is there a positive link between civil society and democracy in Ar-
gentina, at least according to the universe discussed here? The analysis
presented in this chapter shows that the connection between civil soci-
ety and democracy is manifested through different types of effects. The
findings of the ethnographic study revealed that individual groups of-
ten failed to promote democratic dispositions among their members.
This cohort of groups did not develop strong horizontal networks; on
the contrary, tensions between groups were common. Also, they had
few connections with groups in other areas of civil society. Links be-
tween these groups and the state were weak. Their influence on the po-
lice forces and on the executive, legislative, and judicial branches of
government was very limited.

In the legal arena, the data produced mixed results. If we consider
the rate of success in convictions of police officers in cases of abuse and
brutality, the results reveal a positive role for human and civil rights
groups. However, when we consider the broader scenario—that is, the
cases that have been under investigation for many years without any
progress and the general problem of police violence in Argentina—then
the level of effectiveness is more modest.
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If we consider the direct and indirect impact of civil society on legis-
lation to democratize the police, including that of NGOs dealing with
police violence, the actual influence was only moderate. Legislative and
ethnographic data suggest that human and civil rights organizations
had much more impact on the public sphere than on state institutions.
This wave of civic activism (organizations, movements, and the media)
continued, and probably expanded, the rights-oriented discourse intro-
duced by the earlier human rights movement, placing the question of
individual rights and respect for the law on the public agenda. How-
ever, the institutional impact of this new wave of civic engagement has
been very modest.54 The serious weakness of the rule of law at the in-
stitutional level and a generalized problem of social cohesion—clearly
mirrored in the associational realm—remain serious deficiencies of Ar-
gentina’s democracy. These patterns attain relevance in light of the se-
vere political crisis that the country experienced in 2001–2.

More specifically, the contribution of the new human and civil rights
sector of civil society to democratization in Argentina during the 1990s
may be assessed at three levels: (1) the dispersion of power, (2) the
strengthening of political participation, and (3) the promotion of a more
democratic political culture.55 First, rights-oriented organizations and
other social networks did not facilitate the strengthening of civil society
as a whole, and their influence over the legislature to limit the coercive
power of the state was limited. However, these groups contributed to
the dispersion of power by supporting the judiciary through their in-
volvement in the courts. The attempt to improve institutional mecha-
nisms by pursuing judicial cases has been a positive contribution of
some of these organizations.

Second, this sector of civil society did not show a definite contribu-
tion to political participation because of low levels of engagement with
state agencies and only a modest degree of connectedness with the leg-
islature. The ethnographic evidence revealed that civic participation of-
ten intensified cynicism toward and disengagement from the political
system, failing to add legitimacy to the institutions of democracy. Still,
the repeated calls of groups and various publics for respect of human
and civil rights and their efforts to denounce abuses of state power en-
tailed a positive contribution at the public sphere level. An open ques-
tion is whether cynicism toward existing institutions will intensify citi-
zen withdrawal from the political realm and reinforce a role for civil
society as an alternative to political participation (see the analysis of
Weimar Germany in Chapter 2).
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Third, involvement in human and civil rights groups did not pro-
mote a more democratic political culture at the individual level. Most
members of organizations did not demonstrate high levels of tolerance
or a willingness to compromise. Civic activity contributed to develop-
ing organizational and leadership skills among participants, though the
development of these skills does not necessarily imply the formation of
a civic culture, as the example of the prison gangs in Texas illustrated
(see Chapter 1). In turn, both qualitative and quantitative data showed
no positive connection between civic engagement and social trust in Ar-
gentina. Finally, a troubling trend among participants was that the re-
jection of the state and the political arena was sometimes more impor-
tant than proactive ideas. This finding drawn from a small number of
civic groups became visible in the broader society after 2001, as thou-
sands of average citizens took to the streets in December of that year to
express their contempt for and rejection of government authorities and
the “political class.”56

I have shown the complex, changing, and often contradictory links
between civic engagement and democratization in the context of a
third-wave democracy. Next I explore, simultaneously, the relative im-
pact of different variables—participation in formal organizations, polit-
ical engagement, social trust, socioeconomic cleavages, national wealth,
and education—on the quality of democratic institutions. The analysis
in Chapter 5 shifts from the case-study approach to the use of quantita-
tive data in a cross-national study.
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this chapter shifts gears into a different kind of empirical analysis.
Employing quantitative data drawn from several sources, I test the the-
ories of civil society and social capital advanced by the neo-Tocquevil-
lean literature across a set of old and new democracies around the
world. In turn, I test some of the alternative claims advanced in this
study, specifically the need to frame the discussion on social capital in
contextual terms and the importance of accounting for the question of
inequalities in society when studying the connection between social
capital and democracy. Let me review some of the ideas set forth in
Chapter 1 in order to link them to the plan of this chapter.

First, neo-Tocquevilleans agree that social, or interpersonal, trust is
at the core of social capital and that a high stock of social capital is re-
lated to democracies that “work.” This claim raises two questions. One
is how to create social capital. For Putnam and others, civic participa-
tion produces social trust. The second question is whether civic en-
gagement and social trust actually lead to better democracies. For neo-
Tocquevilleans, civic participation improves the quality of government
institutions through the production of broad networks of trust.

Second, I have argued, in contrast to the a-contextual claims of neo-
Tocquevilleans, that structural conditions affect the production of social
capital. I explore this alternative approach cross-nationally. As ex-
plained in Chapter 1, it is necessary to bring the question of inequality
to the debate on social capital and democracy. Whereas the study’s pre-
vious empirical chapters focused on the impact of various forms of in-
equality (e.g., racism and other forms of discrimination) on associa-
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tional life and social capital, the analysis in this chapter looks in partic-
ular at the role of income inequality in the production of trust.

Finally, in the theoretical analysis I argued that dominant patterns of
interaction within society play a fundamental role in the construction of
the rule of law. Particularly important are relations of domination and
subordination, which are often linked to economic disparities. In this
chapter I focus on the connection between the rule of law (at the insti-
tutional level) and economic inequality.

Civil Society, Social Capital, and 
Institutional Quality

One of the most interesting dimensions of the debate about civil society
and democracy concerns the link between microsocial and macropolit-
ical levels—namely, the degree and mechanisms by which values,
habits, and practices shaped in the realm of associational life are trans-
ferred to the broader sphere of governance. As explained earlier, pro-
ponents of civil society–building as a path to deepening democracy
across the world have argued that associational life facilitates norms of
cooperation and reciprocity among individuals and that this process in
turn influences the democratic quality of institutions. The case studies
demonstrate that citizen involvement in associational life can lead, un-
der certain conditions, to social conflict and to cynicism toward democ-
racy. Furthermore, as the case of Weimar Germany reveals, dense and
vital associational networks may not strengthen the quality of democ-
racy; on the contrary, in Germany they disseminated antisystem atti-
tudes and Nazi ideas, which contributed to the collapse of democratic
politics in that country.

I test the neo-Tocquevillean hypothesis that voluntary associations
and social networks contribute to promoting a form of community in-
teraction that produces trust and cooperation between citizens, facili-
tating broader social articulation and generating the conditions for
good and effective democratic governance (see Newton 2001: 201). As I
will show, this hypothesis fails when tested across a sample of twenty-
eight nations, including well-established democracies (the first and sec-
ond waves) and new democratic regimes (the third wave).1 After show-
ing that the civil society thesis does not explain institutional
quality—specifically when we try to predict the effectiveness of the rule
of law at the institutional level—I test an alternative hypothesis: eco-
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nomic inequality, a key structural condition, accounts for the produc-
tion of social capital and in turn explains the quality of democratic in-
stitutions across nations.

The discussion is organized around the three ideas outlined earlier.
First, I investigate the relationship among civic engagement, social cap-
ital, and institutional quality, focusing on the institutional effects of civil
society and social capital in actual democracies. I test the connection
that runs from civic engagement and social trust (a core component of
social capital) to institutions with a more comprehensive conception of
democracy than the one employed by Putnam (1993) and others (e.g.,
Inglehart 1997). This test explores, in particular, the potential of associ-
ational life to generate institutional changes. My findings show that
participation in voluntary organizations does not predict institutional
quality, and social trust does emerge as a strong predictor of democratic
institutions that work effectively. But, as further analysis reveals, trust
is dependent upon socioeconomic conditions that work adequately for
some and not for others (Foley and Edwards 1999: 161–62).

Second, I treat social capital as a dependent variable, directing the
emphasis toward the role of context in order to investigate the cross-na-
tional impact of socioeconomic structures on collective levels of trust. I
test whether social capital is context-dependent, modeling trust with
civic engagement and social cleavages as predictors. The results show
that civil society participation (measured as membership in voluntary
groups and political engagement) is not a determinant of trust. In con-
trast, GDP per capita and income distribution emerge as predictors of
social trust. The finding that economic inequality plays a key role in so-
cial trust formation provides evidence that the “everyday” production
of social capital cannot be detached from the specific socioeconomic
conditions under which people interact with each other (Rao and Wal-
ton 2002; see Newton 1999; Foley and Edwards 1999; Bourdieu 1986).
This result affirms what we have learned with a different methodology
in the case studies. Furthermore, whereas a context-dependent ap-
proach to social capital at the national level tells us that the production
of trust is shaped by broader structural conditions, an analysis of social
trust formation that takes into account “winners” and “losers” at the
subnational level confirms the idea that an individual’s relative posi-
tion in society affects his trust in others. The data show that trust at the
subnational level is unevenly distributed across cleavages of class and
education. Interestingly, this pattern is consistent across well-estab-
lished and new democracies.
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Third, I direct the attention to a key dimension of institutional qual-
ity: the rule of law. Finding that trust depended on economic equality, I
wanted to investigate the role that these two variables play in predict-
ing the effectiveness of the rule of law (which I treat as a dependent
variable here). In particular, I am interested in exploring the relation-
ship between income distribution and the rule of law; that is, the rela-
tionship between contextual variables. The analysis reveals that in-
equality in the distribution of income is negatively related to the
strength of the rule of law across old and new democracies.

Data

Measuring democratic institutional performance in a way that allows
for cross-country comparison is a difficult task. Not only is it arduous
to obtain reliable measures given the vast contextual differences across
nations, but it is also difficult to construct indicators that measure
“democratic” governance. Studies such as that of Putnam (1993) were
questioned because of their approach to measuring democracy—Put-
nam’s measure focused on such policy “outputs” as cabinet stability,
day care centers, and agricultural spending capacity (pp. 65–73).2 For
Putnam, democracy equals policy performance. His concern with effec-
tiveness of service delivery (e.g., promptness, innovation, and bureau-
cratic capacity) is not related to democratic practices. Indeed, what is
problematic about Putnam’s operational conception of democracy is
that his focus on performance does not discriminate between demo-
cratic and undemocratic politics (Tarrow 1996: 395–96). For instance,
Putnam’s conception of democracy does not take into account the ef-
fectiveness of the rule of law or the ways in which the state protects (or
does not protect) the rights of individuals. Therefore, if our goal is to ex-
plain how democracy works, it is necessary to find indicators that cap-
ture the inherent dimensions of actual democracies in the world today.

Other studies have examined the link between civil society and dem-
ocratic stability and quality with measures that capture defining attrib-
utes of democracy—but in a limited way. Inglehart (1997), for example,
has argued that associational life is strongly linked to democratic sta-
bility and to the quality of democracy. His analysis provides cross-na-
tional evidence to support the neo-Tocquevillean thesis of a positive
link between civil society and democracy, but his measures are not as
comprehensive as one would like, given the complexity of such con-
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cepts as civil society and democracy. His only measure of civil society is
membership in voluntary associations (see below for a discussion of
this issue) and his indicator of democratic quality is drawn from a sin-
gle source—Freedom House’s ratings for political rights and civil liber-
ties (Inglehart 1997: 188–205).

Institutional Quality

Recently, a team of World Bank economists developed a set of indica-
tors that measure key dimensions of institutional performance in
democracies (Kaufmann, Kraay, and Zoido-Lobatón 1999b). Their data-
base on democratic governance includes over 300 measures of institu-
tional quality collected from a wide variety of sources. Measuring the
quality of governance (understood as “the traditions and institutions
by which authority in a country is exercised”), these data are drawn
from “polls of experts, which reflect country ratings produced by com-
mercial risk rating agencies and other organizations, and cross-country
surveys of residents carried out by international organizations and
other non-governmental organizations” (p. 1).3

In the analysis, I employ four composite governance indicators de-
veloped by Kaufmann and colleagues: voice, government effectiveness,
control of corruption, and rule of law. The composite governance indi-
cators are based on 1997–98 data.4 They are measured in units ranging
from -2.5 to 2.5. Higher values correspond to higher-quality outcomes.
The measures employed in the construction of the voice indicator in-
cluded aggregate levels of political rights, civil liberties, and govern-
ment responsiveness. For government effectiveness, Kaufmann and
colleagues employed measures of the provision of public services, per-
formance of bureaucracy, competence and independence of the civil
service, and government credibility. The measures utilized to create the
index on control of corruption ranged from the impact of graft on busi-
ness transactions to the frequency of bribery in state-citizen interac-
tions. Finally, the indicator for the rule of law included measures of the
independence and effectiveness of the judiciary, enforceability of con-
tracts, quality of policing, and the incidence of crime (Kaufmann,
Kraay, and Zoido-Lobatón 1999b: 7–8).

These indicators represent an improvement in our ability to test the
hypothesized link between civil society and democracy employing
quantitative data because they allow us to explore much more than pol-
icy performance. Of special significance is the index measuring the rule
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of law at the institutional level. As noted, the rule of law is a variable
achievement in any country (see Örkény and Scheppele 1999: 57, 73;
O’Donnell 1999b: 321). If the effectiveness of the rule of law is incom-
plete even in well-established democracies, then it is particularly inter-
esting to test whether the levels of civic engagement and social capital
in a given society are associated with the variations in the effectiveness
of the rule of law.5

Civic Engagement and Social Capital

Quantitative studies of civil society tend to operationalize associational
activity as membership in voluntary organizations. This measure of
civic engagement—particularly if taken as an indicator of the vitality or
strength of civil society—is limited, both conceptually and empirically.
Indeed, it conveys a narrow representation of the vast networks and
forms of association (formal and informal) contained in the idea of civil
society.6 Still, there are few alternatives to the measure of membership
when it comes to cross-national studies using quantitative data. Thus I
employ membership in formal groups as one, but not the only, measure
of civic engagement in my analysis.7 Following Stephen Knack and
Philip Keefer (1997), my aggregate measure of civic engagement is the
average number of associations mentioned per respondent in each na-
tion (p. 1272). As they have acknowledged, this indicator does not ac-
count for intensity of civic participation; that is, it does not tell us about
multiple membership patterns. It does not inform us on the degree of
personal involvement in voluntary groups either. The other measure of
civic involvement is an index of citizens’ political engagement, which
addresses the dimension of social movement mobilization. This index
is constructed on the basis of people’s involvement in signing a peti-
tion, joining in boycotts, and attending lawful demonstrations. In other
words, this index seeks to capture participation linked to both formal
and informal social networks.8

The social trust variable employed in the analysis is an item with
two response categories (“most people can be trusted” and “you can’t
be too careful in dealing with people”).9 One must acknowledge that
this measure of trust is ambiguous at best, because the idea of “trusting
most people” has different meanings in different nations, cultures, and
socioeconomic groups. However, there is enough conceptual agree-
ment—and empirical support—to argue that this measure helps to dis-
tinguish generalized trust (confidence in all sorts of people, with special
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emphasis on strangers or those different from ourselves) from particu-
larized trust (confidence in people we know, particularly family and
friends) (Uslaner 1997: 2–3, 16). As explained in Chapter 1, generalized
trust is associated with positive predictability in interactions beyond
our immediate social circles (Janoski 1998: 87). Thus the measure of so-
cial trust that I employ seeks to capture the kind of “bridging” or “in-
clusive” social capital that Putnam (2000) has highlighted as vital for
the development of cross-cutting cooperative relationships in society.

It is important to acknowledge an important limitation contained in
indicators such as social trust. As in the case of other data based on ag-
gregate national assessments by country experts or mean values at the
national level, this measure assumes uniform distributions across so-
cioeconomic lines within countries, which does not occur in actual
democracies. As Foley and Edwards (1999) have argued:

Cross-national research relying on mean scores at the national level on vari-
ables such as social trust, civic norms, or trust in government ignore[s] the sig-
nificance of varying distributions that may lie behind identical statistical pro-
files. In this respect, work like that of Ronald Inglehart on “political culture”
and Putnam’s on the “civic culture” in Italy is vulnerable to the same criticism
that has been applied in the development literature against the use of per capita
GNP as a measure of “development.” In both cases, the underlying distribu-
tions may reflect wildly varying national or regional patterns. (p. 151)

At the same time, Foley and Edwards (1999) have suggested that re-
searchers exploring the role of civil society and social capital may in-
clude data on economic distribution (such as the Gini coefficient) in or-
der to estimate the role of this type of economic variable in explaining
outcomes (p. 170 n. 8). In agreement with this suggestion, my statistical
analysis employs data on income distribution in order to explore the
role of the socioeconomic context in social capital formation in first-,
second-, and third-wave democracies. It also examines differences in
social trust at the individual level, across social cleavages within na-
tions.

Socioeconomic Cleavages

I employ two indicators to explore the impact of socioeconomic cleav-
ages on institutional quality and the production of social capital: in-
come inequality and ethnic fragmentation. Inequality in the distribu-
tion of income is measured with data on Gini coefficients drawn from
Klaus Deininger and Lyn Squire (1996), who assembled a dataset con-
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taining an average of six high-quality observations for each nation.10 As
a result of the number and quality of observations, their data represent
a substantial improvement in quality over other data on income in-
equality. Divisions along ethnic lines are measured with an index of
ethnolinguistic fragmentation (Knack and Keefer 1997). My assumption
is that higher levels of this type of fragmentation result in too diverse
and often antagonizing interests, which makes consensus and self-en-
forcing agreements much more difficult to reach than in homogeneous
societies (Inter-American Development Bank 2000: 188; Knack and
Keefer 1997: 1278–79).11 In the different models, I control for education
and GDP per capita.12

The income inequality variable is particularly relevant for my analy-
sis because it allows me to measure the incidence of structural condi-
tions on the production of social capital and the institutional quality of
democracy, in particular, the dimension of the rule of law. A concern
with income inequality can provide empirical evidence to show that
the production of networks of trust and reciprocity is dependent upon
the socioeconomic resources available to individual and collective ac-
tors in specific contexts. If such evidence does exist cross-nationally (it
emerged in Argentina’s microstudy, for instance), then it can challenge
the idea of social capital as a purely cultural construct and support a
notion of social capital as largely determined by structural factors (Fo-
ley and Edwards 1999: 153, 166–68). In turn, as noted, it is important to
examine the link between economic inequality (which texturizes inter-
actions within society) and the rule of law at the level of the state. There
is ample evidence that, in highly stratified societies, the poor and un-
derprivileged generally lack access to justice and enjoy few actual
rights (see, e.g., Méndez, O’Donnell, and Pinheiro 1999).

The Institutional Effect of Civil Society and 
Social Capital

The development of a dense network of social relations based on reci-
procity and solidarity has been viewed as vital for the strengthening of
institutional performance (Putnam 1993; 2000). A central hypothesis of
proponents of civil–society building states that associational life gener-
ates changes in social relations, which are aggregated to the broader
level of institutions. Taking participants in voluntary organizations as
the unit of analysis, this approach posits that associational life socializes
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individuals into cooperative behavior. The mechanism that links socie-
tal patterns at the micro level to institutional outcomes is the produc-
tion of social trust. Trust, for neo-Tocquevilleans, is the fundamental in-
gredient in social capital. In brief, they posit a causal connection that
runs from civic engagement to social capital to institutional quality. It is
thus important to test this hypothesis in both old and new democracies.
I employ four variables of democratic quality, including the effective-
ness of the rule of law. Therefore, in this test, I reverse the causal direc-
tion posited in earlier chapters in order to explore whether the neo-Toc-
quevillean hypothesis of the impact of group membership and trust on
institutional success holds true.
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table 5.1

Predicting Institutional Quality

Voice Government
Effectiveness

Control of
Corruption

Rule of Law

Eq. 1 Eq. 2 Eq. 3 Eq. 4 Eq. 5 Eq. 6 Eq. 7 Eq. 8

GDP per
capita

.315 .413 .229 .346 .324 .362 .524* .535*

Primary
school

.255 .246 .262 .238 .100 .080 .051 .049

Secondary
school

.029 -.016 .005 -.042 -.025 -.036 .039 .035

Social trust .473* .521* .522* .579* .455* .464* .414* .429*

Group mem-
bership

.083 .121 .170 -.093

“Olson”
groups

-.116 -.120 .052 -.084

“Putnam”
groups

.139 .136 .097 -.058

R2 .685 .697 .645 .652 .650 .642 .721 .723

N 26 26 26 26 26 26 26 26

SOURCES: Governance Research Indicators 1997–98 (Kaufmann, Kraay, and Zoido-Lobatón); Eu-
romonitor International 1999–2000; Barro-Lee Schooling Data (years 1970 and 1980); Knack and
Keefer 1997.
NOTE: Table reports standardized beta coefficients.

* p ≤ .05.



Table 5.1 displays the results of the OLS regression analysis. First, it
shows the effect of social trust on the four composite indicators of insti-
tutional quality, controlling for GDP per capita (1997–98) and percent-
age of population with completed primary (1970) and secondary school
(1980). The results show a statistically significant relationship between
social trust and all dimensions of institutional quality. Second, the table
shows the effect of civic engagement (measured as membership in vol-
untary organizations) on the indicators of institutional quality. As equa-
tions 1, 3, 5, and 7 indicate, group membership is not significant in any
of these indicators.13 In other words, trust matters when it comes to the
quality of governance. In contrast, involvement in associations is not
relevant. I also ran the model without including social trust, that is,
solely with group membership and the other variables as predictors.
The results (not shown) revealed that group membership was still in-
significant in all the regressions.

Some studies have argued that different types of groups have differ-
ent effects on their members and the broader society (see, e.g., Stolle
and Rochon 1998). Therefore it might be necessary to distinguish
among types of groups when assessing their impact on democratic
quality. Knack and Keefer distinguished between groups most likely to
function as “distributional coalitions” producing rent-seeking behav-
ior—“Olsonian” associations—and groups most likely to produce hor-
izontal networks of trust and cooperation—“Putnamesque” associa-
tions (see Olson 1982; Putnam 1993).14 Thinking along these terms, we
may ask: Does the detrimental influence of “Olsonian” groups—which
could be counteracting any positive effects by “Putnamesque”
groups—explain the lack of impact of the group membership variable?
(Knack and Keefer 1997: 1272–74). As equations 2, 4, 6, and 8 of Table
5.1 show, this is not the case. Distinguishing between types of groups
does not produce any different results. Interestingly, both “Olsonian”
and “Putnamesque” groups are negatively correlated with the rule of
law, though their impact is nil.15

If participation measured as membership in formal groups is not a
significant determinant of institutional quality (even after discriminat-
ing between types of groups), what happens when we employ the in-
dex of political engagement based on measures of political mobiliza-
tion? In fact, an emphasis on people’s decision to sign a petition, join in
boycotts, and attend demonstrations avoids the problem of focusing ex-
clusively on membership in formal groups and thus might capture the
concept of civic engagement more precisely and directly than the other
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variable. However, when political engagement replaces group mem-
bership in the multiple regression, the results reveal that this alternative
variable is not a significant determinant of institutional quality in three
of the four dimensions tested. Political engagement has a statistically
significant impact only on the dimension of voice, showing an impact
of this type of civic participation on government responsiveness and
political rights and civil liberties (beta = .356, p ≤ .05; results not shown).
This impact suggests that citizen mobilization can have an effect on
some aspects of democratic governance, as studies on social move-
ments have demonstrated.

The findings shown in Table 5.1 thus support the notion that the
stock of social trust held by a nation is strongly associated with the qual-
ity of its institutions. In contrast, the density of associational life (specif-
ically group membership) does not predict effective and democratic
governance. Conceptually, these findings correct the claim by Putnam
and others that social capital is dependent upon the existence of a dense
network of associations. As the data have shown, social capital as a de-
terminant of institutional quality is driven by the power of social trust,
not of associational life. At the aggregate level, then, social trust has a
positive institutional effect across old and new democracies alike.16

Determinants of Social Trust

If social trust is linked to positive democratic outcomes, perhaps the
production of trust in new democracies can be a path to good institu-
tions. Thus it is important to explore the sources of social trust. First, we
need to explore whether civic engagement creates trust. As Kornhauser,
Almond, Verba, Putnam, and others have told us, citizen involvement
in voluntary associations instills trust and tolerance in individuals be-
cause these groups offer people a chance to work together and share
their different experiences, values, and ideas (Newton 2001: 206). In or-
der to test this assertion, we can look at the relationship between civic
involvement (operationalized as group membership and political en-
gagement) and social trust. Changing social trust into the dependent
variable, we can test the claims of Kornhauser, Putnam, and others.
This is a relevant test in light of what we have seen in the case of Ar-
gentina, where both ethnographic evidence and individual-level survey
data showed no inherent association between civic participation and in-
terpersonal trust. The qualitative study suggested that associational ex-
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perience was likely to reinforce preexisting attitudes and values in par-
ticipants—even when they were at odds with a civic culture—and
sometimes strengthened distrust in others. Other studies (e.g., Newton
1997; 1999) have shown similar findings for other countries. In brief,
what happens when we test the impact of civic engagement on social
trust cross-nationally?

As Table 5.2 shows, civic engagement measured as membership in
voluntary organizations (equation 1) is not a significant predictor of so-
cial trust (OLS regression). Even when distinguishing between “Olson-
ian” and “Putnamesque” groups in the regression analysis (results not
shown), the impact of group membership on trust is not statistically
significant. Furthermore, employing the measure of political engage-
ment shows no different result (equation 2): civic engagement meas-
ured in this way is not a determinant of trust either. This means that so-
cial trust is not readily manipulable by promoting citizen participation
(Uslaner 2000–2001: 575–76; Newton 2001: 204).17 Social trust, however,
is strongly determined by national wealth. Both equations in Table 5.2
show that per capita GDP is a strong predictor of trust.

Whereas a number of studies have examined trust as an a-contextual
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table 5.2

Predicting Social Trust I

Social Trust

Equation 1 Equation  2

GDP per capita .829** .937**

Primary school -.266 -.321*

Secondary school -.127 .009

Group membership .079

Political engagement .113

R2 .603 .642

N 26 27

SOURCES: World Values Surveys 1990–93; 1995–97; Euromonitor International
1999–2000; Barro-Lee Schooling Data (years 1970 and 1980).
NOTE: Table reports standardized beta coefficients.

* p ≤ .05; ** p ≤ .001.



Social Trust

Equation 1 Equation  2

GDP per capita .680*** .904***

Primary school -.424** -.318*

Secondary school -.159 -.123

Income inequality -.440**

Ethnic homogeneity -.007

R2 .703 .599

N 27 28

phenomenon, I have argued that it is necessary to reconnect social trust
with its specific socioeconomic setting. Thus the next step in the analy-
sis is to explore the relationship of social trust to contextual factors. I
employ two variables to assess the effect of socioeconomic factors on
social trust: income inequality and ethnic fragmentation. Equation 1 of
Table 5.3 regresses social trust on income inequality (Gini), controlling
for per capita GDP and education.18 As the equation shows, income in-
equality is a significant determinant of trust (beta = -.440); these vari-
ables are inversely related (economic inequality is not a fertile ground
for the production of trust). In contrast, as equation 2 reveals, ethnic ho-
mogeneity is not a significant predictor of social trust.19 It is interesting
to mention that the R2 for equation 1 is higher than that for equation 2,
which means that the model with income inequality has a stronger ex-
planatory power.

These results show that the more egalitarian a country is, the higher
its aggregate level of trust (see Uslaner 2000–2001: 589, for a similar
finding). The Scandinavian countries, for instance, have a very egalitar-
ian distribution—the bottom 20 percent of the population receives
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table 5.3

Predicting Social Trust II

SOURCES: World Values Surveys 1990–93; 1995–97; Euromonitor International
1999–2000; Barro-Lee Schooling Data (years 1970 and 1980); Knack and Keefer
1997; Deininger and Squire 1996.
NOTE: Table reports standardized beta coefficients.

* p ≤ .05; ** p ≤ .01; *** p ≤ .001.



around 10 percent of the national income while the top 20 percent re-
ceives about 35 percent—and, as expected, the four nations display
very high levels of trust (for example, Norway’s average social trust
score is 64.8). At the other extreme, Brazil shows an extremely inegali-
tarian economic distribution: the bottom 20 percent receives 2.5 percent
of the national income while the top 20 percent of the population re-
ceives 64.2 percent, and its aggregate-level social trust score is ex-
tremely low (2.8).20

The preceding two models have explored, independently, the effect
of civic engagement and socioeconomic cleavages (income inequality
and ethnic fragmentation) on social trust. To complete this analysis,
Table 5.4 presents a single model with both civic engagement and cleav-
ages as predictors of social trust. The OLS multiple regression confirms
that civic participation, whether expressed as membership in voluntary
associations or as a form of politically oriented citizen involvement,
does not account for the production of social trust. In contrast, this
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table 5.4

Predicting Social Trust III

Social Trust

Equation 1 Equation  2

GDP per capita .595* .741**

Primary school -.371 -.419**

Secondary school -.186 -.080

Income inequality -.418* -.391*

Ethnic homogeneity -.018 -.080

Group membership .115

Political engagement -.052

R2 .687 .719

N 25 26

SOURCES: World Values Surveys 1990–93; 1995–97; Euromonitor International
1999–2000; Barro-Lee Schooling Data (years 1970 and 1980); Knack and Keefer
1997; Deininger and Squire 1996.
NOTE: Table reports standardized beta coefficients.

* p ≤ .05; ** p ≤ .01.



model affirms that economic inequality hinders social trust formation
(and that national wealth and high levels of social trust go together).

The impact of economic inequality on social trust shows that gener-
alized trust, and therefore cooperation and reciprocity, are largely de-
pendent upon the egalitarian nature of society. Stated differently, ine-
galitarian societies do not foster the conditions that sustain expectations
of reciprocity in social relations. The case studies only affirm this claim.
Most individuals are “conditional cooperators” because they “act coop-
eratively only when they have high expectations that others will recip-
rocate” (Knack and Keefer 1997: 1258, citing Hardin 1982). Indeed, peo-
ple do not show distrust in every interaction, but their trust in others is
a result of hard experience (Peel 1998: 333). It is difficult to create
broader networks of trust in societies where there is a tradition of social
exclusion based on economic inequality, among other factors. “You
can’t build trust,” Uslaner (2000–2001) has argued “when some groups
feel left out of the society and believe that others control the resources”
(p. 580). Building bridges across social groups—that is, creating a com-
mon culture, a shared identity, broad radii of trust, or whatever term
we use for this goal—is not an easy project in highly unequal societies.
But this finding does not apply only to this kind of society. This pattern
is also relevant for more egalitarian—and generally wealthier—nations.
Indeed, there is a well-established relationship between GDP and re-
ductions in inequality, but even in wealthy countries, economic in-
equality has a negative effect on social capital over time, as recent stud-
ies have shown. For example, a recent study of the United States found
that a steady increase in income inequality from the 1960s through the
1990s led to lower levels of social trust (Uslaner 2000–2001: 587–89).

Who Trusts?

Neo-Tocquevillean approaches to social capital tend to be ahistorical:
they neglect the role of inequality, social exclusion, discrimination,
racism, and other contextual factors. In contrast, I argue that the struc-
tural position of individuals in society is fundamental to understanding
the question of social trust (see Edwards and Foley 2001: 230). Indeed,
the placement of individuals in the social structure matters for their
willingness to trust others. In order to explore the question of who
trusts at the individual level, I follow an analytical approach posed by
Kenneth Newton (1999: 182, table 8.7). I examine individual-level data
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for the set of twenty-eight nations: the analysis focuses on social trust
across income and education. I am interested in comparing trust within
countries. The figures in Table 5.5 indicate the percentage differences
across education (lower and upper educational attainment) and income
(lower and upper income levels) for those respondents who said that
most people can be trusted.21 Negative figures show lower levels of
trust among less-educated and lower-income respondents. For exam-
ple, take the case of the United States at the bottom of the group of first-
and second-wave democracies. The first figure shows that individuals
with lower levels of education are 22 percent less trusting than those
with higher educational attainment. In turn, the second figure shows
that individuals with lower incomes are 12 percent less trusting than
those with higher incomes.

As these results show, access to social capital is not evenly distrib-
uted within nations—at least according to differences of education and
income (which are related). Canada’s aggregate level of trust is about
twice that of Argentina, but as Table 5.5 shows, the percentage differ-
ence in levels of social trust between upper- and lower-income respon-
dents is very close in both countries. This means that a political culture
variable such as trust cannot be dissociated from socioeconomic dis-
parities (see Foley and Edwards 1999: 162).22 These results complement
the findings in the case studies: the lesson is that building social trust
among individuals who have reasons to distrust each other (because of
disparities in wealth but also as a result of discrimination, social exclu-
sion, restricted access to goods and services, and so on) is difficult in all
societies (though more difficult in some than in others) (Uslaner 2000–
2001: 580). As the qualitative evidence has shown, cleavages other than
income and education matter for social capital formation as well. Con-
sider the United States, where vast differences in trust emerge also
when we focus on the cleavage of race. For the period 1972–96, 46 per-
cent of whites—and only 17 percent of blacks—said that most people
can be trusted (p. 580). This is not surprising given the exclusionary
trends in U.S. society, as the analysis in Chapter 2 illustrated.

The survey data summarized in Table 5.5 suggest that people who
possess fewer resources have strong experiential reasons to distrust.
Therefore they are “careful and economical in their allocation of trust”
(Peel 1998: 333). These people feel more vulnerable in their social inter-
actions than they perceive other private actors to be (on this point, see
Putnam 2000: 138).23 Social trust, Newton (1999) has argued, is “the pre-
rogative of the winners in the world” (p. 185). “It is more frequently ex-
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table 5.5

Social Trust by Education and Income in First-, Second-, and Third-
wave Democracies

SOURCE: Inglehart, Basañez, and Moreno 1998.
NOTE: Figures are percentage differences across education and income for interviewees
who said “most people can be trusted” (see Newton 1999: 182, table 8.7).
n.a. = not available. 

Difference in Trust
between Less- and 

More-Educated
Populations 

(%)

Difference in Trust
between Lower- and

Higher-Income
Populations 

(%)

First- and second-wave
democracies

Australia n.a. n.a.
Austria -15 -12
Belgium -20 -11
Britain -24 -10
Canada -26 -17
Denmark -23 -18
Finland -18 -6
France -18 -20
Germany -17 -12
Iceland -18 n.a.
Ireland -19 -19
Italy -14 -20
Japan -28 -20
Netherlands -22 -19
Norway -30 -20
Sweden -26 -8
Switzerland -33 -7
United States -22 -12

Third-wave democracies

Argentina -11 -14
Brazil -3 -2
Chile -9 -7
India -5 -2
Mexico 1 -2
Portugal -12 0
South Africa -8 0
South Korea -15 -5
Spain -17 -16
Turkey -12 -2



pressed by the ‘winners’ in society, rather than the ‘losers’” (Newton
2001: 204). Who are these losers? They are “the minorities, blacks, un-
employed, working class, poor, poorly educated, low socio-economic
status, low income” (Newton 1999: 180–81). Indeed, the stock of social
capital held by different social groups is not dependent on their partic-
ipation in associations, but on their position in the socioeconomic struc-
ture.

Survey data explain only part of the link between social trust and
differences in income, education, and social status (Newton 2001: 204).
Indeed, the micro-level ethnographic data for Argentina indicate that
socioeconomic cleavages may account for differences in trust; but there
are other factors (among them, impunity and systematic humiliation at
the hands of state and private actors) which show that, under certain
conditions, one may be a middle-class, educated, white person and still
suffer high levels of abuse at the hands of the police and other state
agents. In this type of situation, traditional social and economic vari-
ables are generally not useful in accounting for the vulnerability of
these individuals (though they explain different degrees of vulnerabil-
ity).

Inequality and the Rule of Law

Is there more than a “political culture” explanation (i.e., one based on
social trust formation) to good democratic governance? Do structural
variables have a direct impact on the quality of democratic institutions?
Analyzing regime change in 135 countries over forty years, Adam Prze-
worski and colleagues (1997) found that wealth, economic growth, and
income equality played a critical role in sustaining political democracy
(theirs is a strictly electoral conception of democracy).24 Prosperity, they
argue, is a path to democratic stability. However, national wealth is not
the only road to stability. Even in the poorest countries, they claim,
democracy has a chance to survive if it produces economic growth and
if it distributes the profits so as to reduce economic inequality (Prze-
worski et al. 1997: 306; Rockman 1997: 18–19).

On the basis of the Przeworski study one would expect that the less
skewed the income distribution is, the longer democracy will endure—
and more important for my analysis, the better the quality of its institu-
tions will be. A possible explanation for this relationship is that high
levels of economic inequality tend to increase distributional pressures,
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leading to heightened political conflict (Muller and Seligson 1994: 635–
52). This is what happened, for example, in El Salvador, Guatemala,
and Nicaragua during the 1970s and 1980s. Beyond the threat of inter-
nal conflict, it has been shown that deep inequality has a negative effect
on democratic practices (see, e.g., Caldeira 1996; Leeds 1996). Respect
for the law is undermined in conditions that reinforce social exclusion,
discrimination, and other forms of subordination, particularly those
linked to vast economic distances. In many new democracies, for ex-
ample, inequality sustains power relations that remain largely authori-
tarian in spite of democratic changes at the national institutional level.
In fact, new laws, codes, and other legal devices designed to democra-
tize social relations may have a limited impact in highly stratified soci-
eties, where “the huge social distances entailed by deep inequality fos-
ter manifold patterns of authoritarian relations in various encounters
between the privileged and the others” (O’Donnell 1999b: 322–23).

High levels of inequality (economic and other types), coupled with a
weak rule of law at the institutional level, often sustain what O’Donnell
(2001) has called “fractional legality,” that is, a system in which those at
the top of the socioeconomic hierarchy often position themselves above
the law, those in the middle are expected to function within the bound-
aries of the law (but have to do so in a largely arbitrary and corrupt sys-
tem), and those at the bottom encounter the state-as-law largely
through relations of domination and repression. In this type of setting,
judicial systems and police forces tend to answer more rapidly and ef-
fectively to the demands of the privileged than to the needs of the lower
and more vulnerable sectors of society (O’Donnell 1999b: 312). The re-
sult is a highly irregular distribution of civil rights even when political
rights are universally available. In Brazil, for example, public opinion
polls have shown that most of the population in this highly unequal
country believe that there are vast disparities in the distribution of jus-
tice. In a survey conducted in 1999 by the Brazilian Institute of Public
Opinion and Statistics (IBOPE), only 17 percent of respondents said that
the justice system treated rich and poor in the same way.25 Studies of
police violence, for instance, have provided clear evidence of this pat-
tern (Mitchell and Wood 1999; Brinks 2002)

Around the world, the challenge of creating an effective rule of law
in new democracies has become prominent in recent years. Even pro-
ponents of market reform as a precondition for the strengthening of
democracy have acknowledged that markets cannot function ade-
quately under a weak rule of law. If the rule of law is a necessary con-

A Cross-National Analysis 195



dition for democracy, it is important to explore the relationship be-
tween economic inequality and institutions that sustain the rule of law
across countries. On the basis of my previous assertions, I argue that
economic inequality is inversely related to an effective rule of law.

I ran a partial regression plot indicating the relationship between in-
come inequality and the rule-of-law index, controlling for GDP per
capita and primary and secondary school.26 Figure 5.1 clearly depicts
this relationship in the sample. Societies with an equal distribution of
wealth go hand in hand with a robust rule of law.27 In other words, con-
trolling for the effect of per capita GDP and education, we obtain con-
clusive evidence of the relationship between economic distribution and
the effectiveness of the rule of law at the institutional level.28 This cross-
national evidence affirms the central claim of recent studies in compar-
ative democratization, which have advanced the hypothesis of a strong
connection between an egalitarian socioeconomic structure and a gen-
eralized rule of law (O’Donnell 1999b: 322).

Conclusion

The findings point to three issues that deserve particular attention.
First, civic engagement, by itself, has no significant impact on the qual-
ity of democratic institutions; nor is associational life a source of social
trust. These findings challenge the hypothesis of a positive and univer-
sal connection between civil society and democracy. If we want to find
the sources of good institutions, we need to look someplace else.

The second point begins to solve this problem. A nation’s stock of so-
cial capital is associated with institutional quality in a democracy.
While building civil society does not seem to consistently benefit insti-
tutional quality, increasing the stock of social capital does. It is impor-
tant to qualify this finding in two respects. First, while the cross-na-
tional analysis shows that the more people who trust widely the better
institutions are likely to be, the case studies (particularly the U.S. case)
revealed that, in specific groups within a country, social capital can be
employed for democratic and undemocratic objectives (e.g., to restrict
the rights of others). In brief, the picture is more complex than ex-
pected. Second, as the quantitative data have shown, trust (a core com-
ponent of social capital) does not emerge from associational activity.
Rather, it is dependent on socioeconomic conditions. This shows the in-
fluence of structural conditions on the production of social capital. At
the systemic level, a more egalitarian context creates the conditions for
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higher levels of trust in society. At the individual level, trust appears to
be a function of the placement of the individual in the social structure.
Generally speaking, “losers” (e.g., people with low levels of education
and income) are more likely to express lower levels of social trust than
“winners” in society. Thus trust seems to be a function of people’s hard
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figure 5.1 Income Inequality and the Rule of Law
Partial regression plot controlling for GDP per capita, primary school, and sec-
ondary school.
sources: Governance Research Indicators 1997–98 (Kaufmann, Kraay, and
Zoido-Lobatón); Deininger and Squire 1996; Euromonitor International
1999–2000; Barro-Lee Schooling Data (years 1970 and 1980).



experience. “Losers” are less likely to enjoy the life chances that merit a
widening of their social trust (Rao and Walton 2002: 27; Foley and Ed-
wards 1999: 153, 166–68).

If we combine what we learned from the case studies and the cross-
national study, we can conclude that access to socioeconomic resources
helps to create social capital, but sometimes this capital can strengthen
the power of groups with better access to political influence and re-
sources to advance undemocratic goals (e.g., to resist the expansion of
civil rights for African Americans in the U.S. case) and even to insist
that the state oppose demands for democratic reform (Richard and
Booth 2000: 246). Furthermore, as ethnographic case studies have
shown, social capital may reinforce inequality (see, e.g., Ndegwa 1996),
particularly “by preserving differential access to networks,” which limit
the chances of underprivileged individuals “to access and mobilize re-
sources” and serve the privileged to expand—or preserve—their so-
cioeconomic advantages (Rao and Walton 2002: 9–10; Young 1999: 156–
58). Thus social, economic, and legal equality not only breeds social
trust (and consequently social capital) but produces generalized trust
(and thereby social capital that bridges different groups in society) by
reducing the likelihood of social conflict, subordination, and power
abuse.

Finally, it is important to discuss the impact of economic inequality
on the rule of law. A number of studies have shown that, in highly strat-
ified societies, the poor and underprivileged lack access to justice and
enjoy few actual rights (see, e.g., Méndez, O’Donnell, and Pinheiro
1999). In these settings, legal-formal rules tend to be replaced by infor-
mal rules, dependent upon networks of influence and the arbitrary de-
cisions of authorities (da Matta 1987: 320; Jelin 1996: 108). When the rule
of law is weak, those who lack access to networks of influential per-
sonal relations are the most vulnerable to violence, exclusion, and hu-
miliation at the hands of state agents, whether high state officials or
street-level bureaucrats (Rao and Walton 2002: 18). The discussion of
police violence in Argentina illustrates the abuse that the underprivi-
leged suffer at the hands of the police and, often, judicial authorities.
This abuse ranges from corruption to assassination.

It is important to mention that the results of the quantitative analysis
have some important implications for policy. Highly inegalitarian soci-
eties do not breed social trust, and high levels of socioeconomic stratifi-
cation constrain the democratic potential of state institutions, thus hin-
dering a nation’s democratic quality. Thus one of the main deficits of
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current investment in social capital by international and multinational
organizations is that not enough attention has been given to the prob-
lem of socioeconomic inequality. Accordingly, redistributive efforts to
reduce the vulnerability of specific social sectors appear to be a sound
investment in social capital formation, with the potential return of bet-
ter democracies that work more evenly for all citizens (see Chapter 6).

Conceptually, these findings affirm my argument that underlying so-
cial conditions are central to the question of social capital. This form of
capital is dependent on the resources available to individuals and
groups. Therefore, in order to study the production of social capital we
need to consider both the broader national conditions and the location
of individuals within the socioeconomic structure at the subnational
level.

In turn, the cross-national findings confirm an important point made
earlier in the theoretical analysis. While state institutions shape the cre-
ation of a culture of legality in society, social conditions also influence
the strength of public legality. The quantitative data affirm the need to
consider the role of economic inequality in the robustness of the rule of
law. Viewed in combination with the evidence in the case studies,
which capture additional forms of inequality, this finding provides em-
pirical support to the thesis that an unequal socioeconomic structure is
a major obstacle to a strong rule of law. Inequality produces large social
distances, which in turn breed various forms of authoritarian relations
between state agents and citizens and among citizens themselves.
These authoritarian relations restrict the attainment of the rights of cit-
izenship (primarily civil rights) for vast sectors of the population (O’-
Donnell 1999b: 322–23). By connecting the problem of inequality to the
rule of law, this approach suggests a theoretical and empirical perspec-
tive on democracy that departs from what I view as limited conceptions
of democracy—namely, minimalist approaches (in the Schumpeterian
tradition) that consider the process of selecting elites through electoral
competition to be the defining element of democratic rule or ap-
proaches exclusively focused on policy performance (e.g., Putnam’s)
that do not allow us to capture what is democratic about a regime.
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the case studies and the quantitative cross-national analysis have
shown that the thesis of a positive and universal link between civil so-
ciety and democracy, as conceived by neo-Tocquevilleans, is nonrobust;
that is, its generalizations are limited. Having explored this link in very
different historical contexts, in new and well-established democracies,
and most important, having examined civil society in its broad range of
expressions (avoiding an exclusive focus on any one form of associa-
tion) and assessed outcomes with attention to features specific to
democracy, thus going beyond Putnam’s restrictive concern with policy
performance, I believe that the evidence is overwhelming.

Unobjectionable civic groups such as sports clubs, choral societies,
and veterans organizations contributed to the propagation of Nazi ide-
ology in Weimar Germany. A broad movement of working- and mid-
dle-class citizens with strong networks of quotidian sociability mobi-
lized to defend exclusionary practices in U.S. society; and some of the
best examples of associationism in the United States (such as the Rotary
Club, Lions, and the American Legion) provided fundamental social
connections, resources, and members to the infamous Citizens’ Coun-
cils in the South. In Argentina, grassroots organizations created for the
specific goal of controlling the state and defending the rights of citizens
did not further broader networks of trust or tolerance among partici-
pants and helped reinforce the fragmentation of civil society. In turn,
survey and other contemporary data from twenty-eight nations
showed that civil society participation did not account for the produc-
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tion of social trust or explain the presence of institutions that sustain the
rule of law.

In addition to challenging the idea of a positive link between civil so-
ciety and democracy, this study has advanced an alternative set of hy-
potheses oriented to rethinking the role of association in democratic set-
tings. Focused on the impact of institutions, the various types of social
inequalities, and the effectiveness of the rule of law in the sphere of the
state and society, these hypotheses offer a theoretical framework for un-
derstanding the role of institutional and societal factors and processes
in the associational sphere, indicating the most significant ways in
which the sociohistorical context influences civic engagement.

Before reviewing these theoretical ideas and my empirical findings, I
provide two additional examples that point in the same direction as the
evidence presented in this study. These illustrate that there are other
circumstances that challenge the thesis of a positive and universal con-
nection between civil society and democracy. A particularly intriguing
case involves the role of civil society in the 1994 genocide in Rwanda.

The “Serpent’s Egg” in Africa

In the 1980s, Rwanda was heralded by many in the international devel-
opment community as a model for the promise of civil society. A World
Bank report stressed in 1987 that “social life in the rural areas is intense
and numerous forms of association give concrete shape to mutual soli-
darity and community actions.” The report presented a glowing ac-
count of the marvels of civil society in this country: “The widespread
presence of cooperative, associative and risk-sharing groups, which is
considered to be one of the distinguishing features of the Rwandese
countryside, is largely responsible for the vitality of local communities”
(World Bank 1987: 28, as quoted in Uvin 1998: 163). In 1992 the U.S.
Agency for International Development (USAID) argued that civil soci-
ety in Rwanda had a prodemocratic role to play by promoting civic ed-
ucation, political advocacy, and the circulation of information in society
(USAID 1992, as quoted in Uvin 1998: 175). International organizations
argued that a growing human rights movement in Rwanda was one of
several encouraging signs of democratization (de Waal 2000: 53).

The analysis of the World Bank, USAID, and other international
donor agencies suggested that the strength of civil society could be
translated into democratic governance. The assumption was that a vital
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associational life would increase cooperation and develop networks of
reciprocity in society, which in turn would improve institutional per-
formance and democratic politics. A seemingly vital civil society, how-
ever, did not prevent catastrophe. In 1994, Rwanda descended into the
abyss of genocide. Between 500,000 and 800,000 people were killed in
just three months.

Perhaps, one may argue, domestic civil society was unable to coun-
teract other, more powerful social and political forces that drove
Rwanda toward this extreme outcome. However, though more system-
atic research is still needed, evidence has shown that various sectors of
civil society supported the values underlying the genocide, including a
willingness to employ violence against specific social groups, undemo-
cratic attitudes, and tolerance for human rights abuses. Under condi-
tions of deep inequality, social exclusion, and long-standing societal
rifts introduced by the colonial power—which bred resentment and re-
duced moral constraints on the use of violence—these values existed
not only among state actors, but among civil society organizations as
well (Uvin 1998: 54). Indeed, “adherence to an undemocratic and geno-
cidal ideology and willingness to use violence and human rights abuses
in the quest for power” were prevalent among ruling elites and civil so-
ciety activists (p. 235).

The example of Rwanda shows how, as in pre-Nazi Germany, civil
society organizations can pave the way to the most grave of outcomes.
“The genocide was not simply a state project,” as Mahmood Mamdani
(2001) has explained: “Had the killing been the work of state func-
tionaries and those bribed by them, it would have translated into no
more than a string of massacres perpetrated by death squads. Without
massacres by machete-wielding civilian mobs, in the hundreds and
thousands, there would have been no genocide” (p. 225). The participa-
tion of teachers, relief workers, doctors, nurses, members of religious
orders, and even human rights activists in the mass killing shows that
civil society was not extraneous to the genocide (Mamdani 2001: 226–
28; de Waal 2000: 55). Perpetrators viewed themselves as “the people”
and defined their victims as the “public enemy.” This process stressed
the political character of violence and thereby legitimated the popular
involvement in the massacres (Mamdani 2001: 223, 228). The propaga-
tion of hatred was facilitated by the tenuous boundaries between state
and civil society. These links served the purpose of political violence (de
Waal 2000: 52).1

One of the organizations most actively involved in the killings, the
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informal militia Interahamwe (which means “those who stand together”)
had been originally created as a youth organization in 1990. Soon it be-
came a vigilante group, and finally it turned into “a death squad whose
members led the house-to-house search for identifying and killing Tutsi
in 1994” (quotation from Mamdani 2001: 212; Sharlach 2002: 117). The
Interahamwe and other groups were not created for the purpose of po-
litical violence, but to pursue such goals as civil defense and the expan-
sion of political participation (Mamdani 2001: 217). Their function mu-
tated as a result of Rwanda’s civil war and a series of changes in the
political arena. Indeed, as I argued earlier in the study, the orientations
of civil society organizations cannot be predicted merely on the basis of
the groups’ features and professed goals.

As an illustration of civil society’s “dark side,” Rwanda is interest-
ing because it highlights another issue examined in my study, namely,
the impact of societal divisions on civil society’s dispositions. In partic-
ular, Rwanda serves as an example of how international forces con-
tributed to the creation of a fragmented society. The Belgian colonial
state created deep societal divisions in Rwanda by establishing a social
stratification with profound political implications. Colonial policies
(administrative procedures, education, and taxation) transformed the
Tutsi-Hutu divide from “a transethnic distinction of local significance”
into a cleavage of race, in which the Hutu were constructed as indige-
nous and the Tutsi as outsiders (Mamdani 2001: 101, 229). On the basis
of physical characteristics (associating Caucasian features with “civi-
lization”), the Belgians adopted a “scientific” classification of the vari-
ous social groups (initially implemented through an official census in
1933–34), which conferred on Tutsis a superior social and political sta-
tus over Hutus (Barnett 2002: 49–60; Mamdani 2001: 98–100). This “re-
ality” cemented deep lines of societal fragmentation over the following
decades. In fact, the racialization of politics in Rwanda determined a
highly stratified mode of incorporation of different groups into the
structure of colonial power. This process would eventually deem the
presence of the privileged Tutsi in the political arena as illegitimate and
define the struggle for power as a conflict between indigenous and
alien races (Mamdani 1996: 15; 2001: 101–2, 233; de Waal 2000: 45–46,
48).

The same region provides other examples of civil society’s dark side.
Privileged groups with access to political and economic resources may
sometimes use association to expand—or preserve—their socioeco-
nomic advantages in highly stratified settings (Young 1999: 156–58). In
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Kenya’s transitional democracy in the early 1990s, dominant class and
sectoral interests successfully employed association to preserve exist-
ing distributions of power in state and society.2 Major civic organiza-
tions in this country were shaped by a form of “personal rule” in
which established elites assumed leadership roles in influential NGOs
and shaped the agenda of these organizations. As Stephen Ndegwa
(1996) has explained, these associations were NGOs in the area of de-
velopment, which received substantial foreign aid. They tended to be
controlled by elites with distinctive ethnic interests and served privi-
leged sectors as a source of societal and political influence. An impor-
tant feature of the pivotal role of personal rule in Kenya’s civil society
was the fact that key civic groups displayed authoritarian or demo-
cratic orientations not on the basis of a principled standpoint, but ac-
cording to the relative power of their leaders to adopt positions of au-
thority or influence.3 In brief, important sectors of associational life in
Kenya served as a vehicle for maintaining highly unequal power struc-
tures in this country.

The “Bright Side” of Civil Society

Although I have focused on cases that illustrate dimensions of civil so-
ciety’s dark side—including those in which it helped to the erosion of
democracy, as in Weimar Germany—civil society can also contribute to
deepening democratic politics, as some recent research in Latin Amer-
ica illustrates. Leonardo Avritzer (2002a; 2002b), for example, has de-
scribed how civil society groups successfully helped shape local gov-
ernment budgets in Brazil. This novel experiment consists in “the
transfer of budgetary powers from the state to social actors.” “Partici-
patory budgeting” incorporates civil society participants “in a process
of negotiation and deliberation” that connects new cultural practices
developed in civil society to the political arena (Avritzer 2002a: 135–42,
145–48, 151–55). Starting in 1989 in Porto Alegre, this phenomenon ex-
panded to over a hundred cities across Brazil. Under an innovative in-
stitutional framework that bridged local participation and the political
system, civil society helped make government more responsible, in-
creased political and administrative accountability, and discouraged
clientelistic practices (pp. 136–42).

Another instance of what Avritzer calls “participatory publics” was
the emergence of an electoral organization in Mexico based on new po-
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litical practices developed in civil society.4 The Federal Electoral Insti-
tute (IFE) undertook a “process through which citizens took charge of
the organization of elections and in which the high deliberative rank-
ings of the institution were occupied by citizen councilors” (Avritzer
2002a: 142–45, 157–62, quotation on 142). While in Brazil civil society
participation contributed to the creation of a new institutional mecha-
nism that diluted long-standing practices of clientelism by political
elites, civic participation in Mexico played an important role in curtail-
ing electoral fraud (p. 145). The coalition of prodemocratic civil society
groups (Civic Alliance) that led the grassroots campaign for clean elec-
tions helped promote the 1996 electoral reform; however, it was less
successful at influencing the government’s political agenda (especially
its economic policies) and making the authorities more accountable to
public opinion (particularly concerning the budget and civil service)
(Olvera Rivera 2002). In both Brazil and Mexico the state played a criti-
cal role (at the municipal and national levels, respectively) in the cre-
ation of institutional channels that allowed for participatory publics to
enter the policy-making arena (Avritzer 2002a: 163).

There are numerous other examples in Latin America and other re-
gions of democratic forms of collective action in civil society. But for
every “successful” link between civil society and democracy, one can
identify a “mixed” or “failed” link too. Civil society can lead to demo-
cratic and undemocratic outcomes because what matters are not the
kinds of groups, movements, or networks, but the context in which
people associate. In Brazil and Mexico, factors in the political, eco-
nomic, and international arenas were central to the success of the ex-
periments. These factors included the establishment of innovative in-
stitutions. In addition, the role of political parties in both countries,5

and in Mexico domestic pressure, primarily from the business sector,
and international pressure, mainly from the United States, were funda-
mental factors in shaping the outcome of these experiences.

As shown in a comparative study of participatory budgeting in
Porto Alegre and other decentralization experiences in South Africa
and the Indian state of Kerala, political and institutional variables are
critical to understand how civil society’s democratic impulses lead to
different outcomes (Heller 2001). The study argues that, though the
South African experience was not successful, “grassroots democratic
impulses in Kerala and Porto Alegre were given life and successfully
scaled up only because they were underwritten by a political project
and were given state support” (p. 158). In turn, the transformation of
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grassroots interests into actual democratic impulses was owed to the
progressive development of mobilization capacities in a context of
“high-density citizenship (both in terms of basic individual capabilities
as well as the overall strength of rational-legal authority)” and political
and organizational pluralism. Also, the role of political parties with the
capacity to mobilize grassroots participation was vital for the success of
these experiments (pp. 149–57).

As these cases confirm, while societal conditions in which people or-
ganize are important in explaining their capacity for prodemocratic col-
lective action, experiences of civil society participation are also shaped
by “the ways in which states create and structure channels, opportuni-
ties, and incentives (or disincentives) for collective action” (Heller 2001:
148). In fact, the role of “politically orchestrated action from above” was
pivotal for the amalgamation of “the institutional capacities of the state
and the associational resources of civil society” (p. 158). The expansion
of the scope of democracy was, to an important extent, dependent on
state implementation of “a host of new regulations and oversight struc-
tures to ensure transparency and accountability of local government,”
the creation of “institutional spaces for democratic participation,” and
the neutralization of groups opposed to democratization at the local
level (such as political brokers running clientelistic networks) (pp. 141,
144, 149). In sum, these three cases point to the conclusion that the
“bright side” of civil society is primarily dependent on conditions ex-
ternal to association itself.

Conceptual Issues

In emphasizing the dark side of civil society, I have tried to show that
organizations and movements that might seem compatible with demo-
cratic dispositions and orientations can multiply undemocratic beliefs
and practices in society or contribute to undermining democracy. Put-
nam and other neo-Tocquevilleans have looked at civil society as an in-
dependent variable that promotes democratic outcomes independently
from the specific context, and thus have “missed” the various, and of-
ten contradictory, associational effects observed in different settings. In
contrast, I have shown various ways in which context shapes both the
nature and outcomes of civic engagement. Let me summarize these
ideas and findings.

I have advanced a framework to establish which factors external to
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civil society activity play a central role in shaping civic capacity and ori-
entations. This effort is not just about “bringing the state back in,” but
demands an understanding of both state- and society-centered factors.
Therefore, civic participation cannot be detached from the ways in
which state institutions protect the effective rights of individuals and
contribute to creating respect for the law in society; nor can it be disso-
ciated from social and economic stratification, which ranges from in-
come inequality and various forms of discrimination to patterns of
domination and subordination in society (Edwards and Foley 2001:
228). As the empirical analysis confirmed, some of the most relevant
considerations are state policy, economic inequality, racism and ethnic/
religious cleavages, and the effectiveness of the rule of law in both the
institutional and societal spheres.

The importance of the rule of law in texturing relations at the level of
the state, state-society interaction, and relations within society should
not be underestimated. The rule of law is critical for the emergence of
positive predictability, or the possibility to estimate sanctions for one’s
own and other people’s actions. This kind of predictability vanishes in
those contexts where state arbitrary and/or illegal actions and im-
punity are prevalent and where discrimination, patronage, and other
related practices become organizing principles within society. The ero-
sion of positive predictability generally corrodes social trust and confi-
dence in political institutions.

I have shown different ways in which contextual factors and the ac-
tivity of civil society interact. Among them, two patterns deserve par-
ticular attention. First, the articulation of political or economic devel-
opments (such as a court decision to desegregate or a series of economic
crises) and underlying tensions in society (such as divisions of race, eth-
nicity, religion, or other forms of identity) lead to specific forms of or-
ganizing. This explains why microlevel interactions in civil society may
cement antisystem beliefs and give legitimacy to undemocratic ideas
and practices. As the three case studies illustrated, tensions and pat-
terns of exclusion are reinforced in civil society, which in turn shapes
social cleavages and processes of identity formation (see Berman 1997a:
427).

Second, the capacity of political institutions to process diverse de-
mands and the overall effectiveness of the rule of law shape attitudes in
society, such as levels of tolerance and acceptance of authoritarian and
violent practices, which provide the setting in which individuals asso-
ciate for various purposes. Accordingly, associations created for a dem-
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ocratic or purely social purpose may become the carriers of beliefs and
attitudes that can weaken democracy, and even lead to extreme out-
comes, as in Weimar Germany and Rwanda. As argued, the formula-
tion and implementation of the law play a central role in defining con-
textual conditions. Respect for the law and individual rights is
generally higher when the laws themselves are formed and applied in
an adequately inclusive and balanced way. Key to this process is the
overlooked problem of the rule of law within society, especially the de-
velopment of a culture of legality. Also, the characteristics of the insti-
tutional and legal systems shape an important part of the context in
which civil society groups and networks operate, namely, the possibil-
ity to connect with short- or long-term targets, which has implications
for the kinds of contributions to democracy that can be expected from
civil society.

Another important conceptual area is that of social capital. On the
basis of my empirical findings, I have proposed a reformulation of the
neo-Tocquevillean conception of social capital with particular attention
to two aspects. First, social capital should not be conceived as an auto-
matic result of civic participation, but as dependent on the ability of in-
dividuals to access social networks with the capacity to obtain, secure,
and mobilize resources (Rao and Walton 2002: 9; see Bourdieu 1990:
162–99; see also Portes 1998; Portes and Landolt 2000). The most basic
of these resources are those that allow individuals to offset the effects of
“risks that fall on [them] in ways that are not mediated by their volun-
tary choice” (Arneson 2000: 336). Second, social capital can be em-
ployed for very different purposes. The orientations of social capital de-
pend on such factors as underlying tensions in society and embedded
patterns of social relations, the capacity of different groups to access
and mobilize resources, the catalyst that triggers defensive postures in
civil society, and the links between civil society groups and the state. As
discussed in the U.S. case, social capital can contribute to the multipli-
cation of inequalities—for example, via social connections built into so-
cial, cultural, or recreational organizations. Moreover, little attention
has been given to the relationship between social capital and the use of
coercion and violence. Again, as the U.S. case showed, powerful anti-
desegregation groups sometimes employed violence and also used co-
ercion and intimidation, including economic retaliation against blacks
and whites involved in prointegration efforts. Social capital provided a
fundamental resource for this economic “lynching” and other coercive
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tactics. In the South, the use of violence and coercion was closely linked
to the weak rule of law at the institutional and societal levels.

The emphasis given to domestic factors in my analysis should not be
taken as a disregard for the significance of international factors in un-
derstanding civil society and its link to democracy. In particular, inter-
national forces may influence domestic political and economic condi-
tions, and international actors may engage in efforts to support
democratizing societies. Consider Germany, where political tensions
and economic difficulties were triggered by the problem of war repara-
tions and post–World War I feelings of national humiliation. And in the
United States, the impact of global patterns of trade and Cold War im-
peratives on the U.S. industrial sector in the post–World War II years
resulted in large economic and social dislocations—for example, the
substantial contraction of the labor market in areas as diverse as auto
production, textiles, and electronics. The loss of these jobs affected
whites and, especially, the newest wave of unskilled black migrants to
urban centers, thus creating conditions that intensified underlying
racial problems and class differentiations. In Argentina, the dramatic in-
crease in foreign debt and the structural reform of the state (influenced
by an international concern with increasing financial openness and
deregulation, and a heightened preoccupation with low inflation), were
among the factors that contributed to major changes in the country’s so-
cioeconomic structure and the fast growth of the informal sector. In all
three cases, international and global factors indirectly affected civil so-
ciety by influencing the domestic context.

The impact of international actors can also be clearly observed in
newly established democracies, where changes in international support
for and attention to these nations had major consequences for civil so-
ciety activity. Assuming that the transition to democracy itself creates a
positive and mutually reinforcing interaction with civil society, many
international organizations cut back their activities and funding in de-
mocratizing countries, neglecting socioeconomic problems, the weak-
ness of the rule of law, and other challenges after the transition from au-
thoritarianism. The mistaken assumption that international assistance
centered on building or bolstering civil society in these countries would
lead to strong and high-quality democracies affirms the argument ad-
vanced in this study. In addition, external assistance can weaken local
civil society in a number of ways, for example, by creating intergroup
competition and dependency on outside donors. Thus international ef-
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forts can contribute to fragmentation within civil society and to the
strengthening of “donor-driven” NGO communities in new democra-
cies (see Mendelson and Glenn 2002).

Empirical Findings

The case studies tell us that the dark side of civil society is not exclusive
to newly democratized nations. Civil society in both new and well-es-
tablished democracies can reinforce existing institutional weaknesses
and societal conflicts, making them more vulnerable to antisystem
forces (as in Germany), eroding the legitimacy of political institutions
(as in Argentina), or reinforcing exclusionary aspects of society (as in
the United States). In Weimar Germany and Argentina—both new
democracies—the “vitality” of civil society was not necessarily linked
to democratic outcomes. Civil society in Germany legitimated anti-
democratic discourses and ideas and thus contributed to the destabi-
lization of democracy; in Argentina, organizations dedicated to de-
fending human and civil rights produced cynicism and distrust among
their members and deepened patterns of societal fragmentation while
failing to have a wholly positive impact on government structures. In
turn, in the United States—a well-established but exclusionary democ-
racy—civically active white groups placed important obstacles in the
way of expanding civil rights for African Americans.

The case studies and the cross-national tests yielded several findings
on the interaction between contextual factors and civic engagement,
and on the outcomes of civil society activity. First, the case of Germany
showed that weak political institutions (which, for example, were per-
ceived as unaccountable and proved incapable of processing broader
interests and demands) and a highly fragmented party system nurtured
associations that intensified the alienation of citizens from their politi-
cal representatives. As an alternative to politics, the realm of association
legitimated antisystem ideas, thus eroding people’s confidence in the
institutions of government. The negative role of this institutional sce-
nario was reinforced by the economic crisis, which affected the con-
struction of collective identities and social boundaries, especially as
most middle-class citizens experienced a decline in their standard of
living (yet the economic crisis and government responses to the crisis
did not have a homogeneous effect throughout the middle class). This
was the framework in which the dark side of civic engagement
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emerged. Dense social networks and ostensibly inoffensive civic groups
reinforced antipoliticism in society, eroded respect for democratic
mechanisms of governance, and gave legitimacy to Nazi ideology. In-
deed, Weimar’s broad associational life was effectively exploited by the
Nazis, particularly after 1929, when the political parties (both the es-
tablished ones and the new one-issue splinter parties) had completely
failed to integrate the disparate interests of the middle classes. Civil so-
ciety contributed, unwittingly, to hatching the “serpent’s egg” of totali-
tarianism.

Second, the case of the United States showed that deep socioeco-
nomic and political dislocations (major transformations in the produc-
tive sector, vast migration to urban centers, and critical legal decisions
affecting race relations) were played out in civil society, which became
the locus of an intense contestation over the definition and allocation of
civil rights. Under these conditions, large groups of citizens decided to
employ their organizational capacity to restrict public debate and op-
pose the expansion of rights for other, less-privileged sectors. For many,
civic engagement became a vehicle for asserting their rights by negat-
ing the rights of others. This case also illustrated that states do not act
uniformly or “pull in single directions” (Migdal 1994: 8). Indeed, some
federal agencies (e.g., the FHA) and local courts and authorities rein-
forced patterns of domination and subordination in society through
policies and decisions that served the interests of white groups. In con-
trast, other government agencies and courts attempted to dismantle
racial barriers, especially through the law. These efforts were met with
strong resistance by large sectors of civil society.6

Third, in Argentina, a weak rule of law (in a context of increasing in-
equality) was instrumental in shaping a civil society divided against it-
self, which echoed many of the broader society’s undemocratic norms
and values (e.g., low levels of respect for the law and formal rules, and
pervasive discrimination). A paradoxical finding was that unresponsive
and confrontational state institutions intensified disengagement and
social fragmentation even among those civic groups seeking to democ-
ratize the state. Indeed, in an institutional context marked by serious
deficiencies in controlling state coercive power (e.g., the police forces),
addressing impunity, and guaranteeing access to justice for all citizens,
the potentially democratizing role of civil society was often frustrated
by state forces. As a result, civil society groups manifested low levels of
engagement with the state (e.g., limited connectedness with the legisla-
ture), and they tended to reinforce cynicism toward politics, politicians,
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and institutions. The examination of the ambivalent relationship be-
tween civic engagement and democracy in Argentina seemed to antici-
pate, in several respects, the intricacies of the wave of middle- and
working-class mobilization that shook the country in 2001–2. More-
over, the main characteristics of middle-class associations in the 1990s
have been intensified by the general political and socioeconomic crisis
of the early 2000s. Some of these patterns (e.g., fragmentation, particu-
larism, confrontation with the state) raise doubts about civil society’s
potential contribution to solving the country’s extensive crisis. On a
positive note, the promotion of a discourse centered on citizenship
rights and the rule of law, as shown in Chapter 4, seems to play a
prodemocratic role in the public sphere with the potential to permeate
state institutions.

Finally, the quantitative findings confirmed, at the cross-national
level, the important role of structural variables in the production of so-
cial capital (measured as social trust) (see Chapter 5). The analysis of
old and new democracies also showed that social trust matters when it
comes to institutional quality. However, it revealed that one form of in-
equality—income disparity—not only shaped the production of trust
but also had a direct impact on the presence of institutions committed
to the rule of law. The tests also made clear that the impact of civil soci-
ety in both the production of social trust and democratic governance is
inconsequential. At the individual level, social trust is dependent upon
the specific conditions that shape the socioeconomic context of individ-
uals. Those who have access to resources via income, level of education,
or other assets are more willing to trust widely than those who lack this
kind of access. Overall, the cross-national analysis showed that we
should look at structural conditions (e.g., income inequality) and not at
civil society participation to explain the quality of democratic institu-
tions across different nations.

Lessons for New Democracies

The presence of voluntary organizations cannot be taken simply as ev-
idence that citizens are cooperating with each other, learning to become
more tolerant and trusting, limiting and controlling state power effec-
tively, or even endorsing—directly or indirectly—a democratic system
of rule. The case studies provide ample evidence that we cannot take
civil society’s democratizing potential for granted. This problem is not,
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as Putnam (2000) seems to imply, a matter of discovering which organ-
izations are good and which are bad, or who will walk away from a vol-
untary association a better citizen and who will not (pp. 341, 358). Civil
society in general—not just formal groups—tends to potentiate domi-
nant features in the broader sociohistorical context. This finding carries
an important policy lesson: if civil society is not a determinant of either
institutional quality or social trust—and if it has the potential, under
certain conditions, to channel or generate undemocratic orientations—
then an exclusive emphasis on civil–society building may be futile or
even counterproductive for democracy. Building civil society—by ex-
panding the number of civic organizations, for example—does not
guarantee democratic outcomes. It follows that the international move-
ment that has advocated civil society as a path to democratic success in
developing nations has largely based its efforts on false premises. Ex-
tensive investment in building civil society in third-wave democra-
cies—without rigorous and systematic testing—indicates that policy
has been running ahead of research.

It appears to me that many international organizations assumed that
civil societies which displayed a balanced combination of different as-
sociational forms and activities (a “democratic ecology of associations”)
would provide an “optimal mix of democratic effects” in any given set-
ting (Warren 2001: 12–13). Although this approach seems reasonable in
theory, my study has shown that a well-balanced ecology of groups
does not necessarily lead to democratic outcomes. The case of Weimar
Germany provides an excellent rebuttal to the assumption of a positive
relationship between a best associational ecology and democratic re-
sults. German civil society contained a majority of “Putnamesque”
groups (those most likely to produce horizontal networks of trust and
cooperation), which provided citizens the possibility to engage in face-
to-face interactions, discuss political affairs, and participate in public
debates. However, the eventual outcome was the collapse of democ-
racy—and German civil society participants contributed to it.

The aggregate-level cross-national analysis discussed in Chapter 5
shows that social trust is a determinant of institutional quality, but trust
can be mobilized for undemocratic purposes too. Is it then time to aban-
don the idea of social capital as a democracy-building approach? I be-
lieve not. As the cross-national findings demonstrate, one of the main
deficits of current investment in social capital is insufficient attention to
the problem of economic inequality. The evidence shows that inegali-
tarian societies do not breed social trust and that high levels of stratifi-
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cation constrain the democratic potential of civil society and institu-
tions. In other words, economic disparities hinder the construction of
democratic societies. Accordingly, redistributive efforts to reduce the
vulnerability of specific social sectors can represent a sound investment
in social capital formation across social cleavages. This approach is
likely to increase the possibilities for the emergence of social networks,
organizations, and movements that can serve as a source of innovation,
counteragendas, and new collective projects (see Foley and Edwards
1999: 166; Cohen 1999: 58). Interestingly, this strategy has been recently
proposed by some analysts as a way to revitalize community life in the
United States (Warren 2001: 225; Uslaner 2000–2001: 589–90).

Of course, the state can play a fundamental role in this respect, be-
cause it has the capacity to address problems of inequality by investing
in social needs and education, providing adequate infrastructure, and
protecting environmental conditions for everyone, among other poten-
tial support to vulnerable social sectors (Young 1999: 159). These poli-
cies can contribute to the emergence of more cohesive societies and a
stronger social fabric that will support institutions committed to the
rule of law. There are also more direct ways in which state-enforced le-
gality may lessen the pernicious effects of intense social stratification—
for example, by widening access to justice, controlling the exercise of
coercion, facilitating citizen access to the parliamentary sphere, and
promoting effective mechanisms for interagency accountability.7

The problem of inequality should not be reduced to the economic
dimension. Among the factors influencing civil society activity in new
democracies are social exclusion and systematic humiliation of the
most vulnerable. The epigraph that opens the Introduction—“If the po-
lice catch those criminals, they should execute them” (a statement by a
human rights activist in Argentina)—cannot be properly understood
without taking into account the country’s situation of structural vio-
lence, in which pervasive impunity and social exclusion and degrada-
tion play a core role. This situation affects individuals to different de-
grees according to their position in society (see Uvin 1998: 103–8;
Leeds 1996: 49). As the case of Argentina illustrates, civic participation
does not appear to lessen tolerance for violence and aggressive atti-
tudes toward certain groups (e.g., the poor, the police, minorities).
These attitudes are fed by contexts in which the rule of law is weak, so-
cioeconomic stratification sustains authoritarian patterns in social in-
teractions, and vast sectors of the population lack effective access to
civil and social rights. This perspective suggests that policies and leg-
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islation to improve the situation of the most vulnerable need to be ac-
companied by measures to increase access to social, political, and cul-
tural resources for the underprivileged by gradually dismantling ex-
clusionary patterns (Robinson 1996: 55, 57–58). Policies to increase
access should be accompanied by a frontal attack on racial, ethnic, and
other forms of discrimination and exclusion (e.g., dismantling embed-
ded patterns of discrimination in the formulation and implementation
of state policy). Patterns of discrimination and exclusion (such as the
perpetuation of a racial stigma) restrict the choices of individuals and
reinforce intolerance and rifts in society (Rao and Walton 2002: 4).

As the framework of the rule of law presented in Chapter 1 makes
clear, the democratization of the state is critical for creating conditions
that can empower civil society to influence the policy-making realm.
An important dimension of this process is the challenge to make gov-
ernment agencies more accountable and transparent. Argentina’s defi-
ciencies in the public sector illustrate the areas that are in dire need of
reform. Particularly important is the task of building accountability and
transparency capacities in both the central government and local and
regional governments.8

Many of the obstacles that can prevent a synergy between state and
civil society were evident in Argentina. From the top down, state agen-
cies failed to create and institutionalize channels, incentives, and
chances for civil society involvement. From the bottom up, the patterns
of interaction, strategic priorities, and perceptions that structured the
action of civic organizations consistently blocked opportunities to de-
velop a partnership with the state. The interaction (or lack thereof) be-
tween state and civil society did not expand the scope of democracy. In
fact, negotiations between state agencies and civil society groups often
closed new spaces and impulses for collaboration because conflict was
treated as a zero-sum interest negotiation; there was very little institu-
tional learning on either side, there was a sustained inability to connect
the state’s capacity for authoritative decisions with civil society’s access
to information about social needs and interests, and actors’ concerns
pivoted around questions of short-term legitimation and payoffs rather
than the search for innovation and compromise (Heller 2001: 158).

Because the “state” is not a homogeneous and cohesive entity, link-
ing state and societal actors may depend on strengthening government
organizations with more democratizing potential than others. It would
then be important to explore the democratizing potential of segments
that connect the state with civil society (see Chalmers, Martin, and
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Piester 1997). This approach may help break self-defeating cycles that
have prevented the deepening of democratic governance and practices
in many nations. In Argentina, some executive agencies raised the pos-
sibility of democratic cooperation with civil society. The development
of links between these government agencies and organizations of civil
society might enhance the effectiveness of the rule of law in this coun-
try.

The possibility of integrating state and civil society components
opens, in turn, a new set of questions. One well-established democracy,
Norway, illustrates this point. Under a very close relationship between
the state and civil society in this country, the “third sector” receives eco-
nomic support from the government and actively participates in critical
areas of policy-making (such as ecological modernization). However,
government promotion of associational activity and integrating it with
the state has been seen by some analysts as counterproductive for
democracy, because, they argue, it can result in a serious contraction of
the public sphere as an autonomous arena for organization, communi-
cation, and the production of criticality (Dryzek, Hernes, and Schlos-
berg 2001: 9–10). The state’s demand for third-sector involvement in
the implementation of public policies has increased the need for pro-
fessionals and has centralized power within the voluntary sector (see
Chapter 1). As a result, this sector has become less democratic in its
practices and structure (centralization, less pluralism, and decrease of
volunteerism’s role) for the sake of efficiency.9

This example raises important questions about the relationship be-
tween civil society and the state. What are the implications for civil so-
ciety when a civic group acts with the state? To what extent does at-
tempting to democratize the state from within weaken the democratic
potential of civil society? (Dryzek 1996: 482, 485). It is necessary to as-
sess the tradeoff between “inclusion in the life of the state” and “rela-
tively unrestricted democratic interplay in the oppositional public
sphere” when we look at the potential involvement of civil society
groups in the policy-making process (p. 480). This question has impli-
cations for new democracies, especially in regions such as Latin Amer-
ica, where the rejection of traditional party politics has resulted in
broad calls for civil society to offer solutions to deep and generalized
crises.
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Questions for Future Research

In this study I have focused on some of the issues that lie at the core of
the complex relationship between civil society and democracy. This
analysis (especially the discussion of civil society’s dark side) raises, in
turn, a number of questions that have implications for future research.
Here I refer to some of these questions that are especially relevant for
the study of new democracies.

First, recent studies of democratization have paid increasing atten-
tion to agency, and in particular to inequalities of agency (see, e.g., O’-
Donnell 1999c; Rao and Walton 2002). This approach acknowledges
that, without autonomy and the capacity to choose from a reasonable
set of options, individuals cannot be constituted as citizens, that is, as
legal subjects with effective rights and responsibilities (O’Donnell
1999c: 15, 18–19, 24–25). This is a fundamental improvement in the
study of democracy; however, we have given only passing attention to
the fact that any transformations in the structure of agency entail a chal-
lenge to existing inequalities in power and are therefore likely to inten-
sify social conflict (Rao and Walton 2002: 21). Studies on civil society
should examine the ways in which social contestation takes place in
this realm.

Sometimes challenges to inequalities of agency are overt and violent;
at other times they need to be traced by uncovering gradual processes
in which underprivileged sectors introduce demands for citizenship
rights as public issues. Conflicts over inequalities in agency are thus
connected to the problem of violence (see Ungar, Bermanzohn, and
Worcester 2002). More specifically, future research needs to connect the
question of association and citizenship rights to both societal and state
forms of violence. The question of collective violence in society, mainly
common crime, is particularly relevant in Latin America, where the
homicide rate made the region the most violent in the world in the late
1990s.10 Given the vast economic and social transformations brought
about by globalization, it is particularly important to examine new
forms in which people employ violence to make claims on the state and
ways in which they utilize social capital to make violent demands that
concern their citizenship rights (Holston and Appadurai 1999: 16). It is
also important to examine in more detail the conditions under which
civil society organizations and networks take up violence, split over the
use of violence, or encourage the state to carry out violence.

A second question involves the important role of informal ties in as-
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sociational life, especially the relationship between socialization pro-
cesses and social networks. As Chapter 2 describes, grassroots net-
works of “quotidian sociability” carried undemocratic values and be-
liefs. Indeed, informal networks channeled Nazi ideas in Weimar
Germany, and local social connections in the United States gave im-
pulse to white resistance to integration and linked antidesegregation
activists to government officials in several states. This dimension of as-
sociational life is indispensable for understanding contemporary phe-
nomena that cannot be examined solely on the basis of formal group
membership. One example is the networks that sustain terrorist volun-
teerism in the Palestinian Islamist groups that sponsor suicide bomb-
ings in Israel.11

Third, the question of the relationship between civil society and po-
litical society is important, particularly for new democracies. I refer to
political society as distinct from the state. Political society is the “arena
in which the polity specifically arranges itself for political contestation
to gain control over public power and the state apparatus” (Stepan
1988: 4; see Linz and Stepan 1996: 8–10). Weimar Germany and Ar-
gentina are fine examples of the need to understand how civil and po-
litical society interpenetrate and connect with each other. In other
words, it is important to understand the nature of and changes in the
organic links between civil and political society. In pre-Nazi Germany,
associational life was an alternative to political society. In post-2001 Ar-
gentina, the massive rejection of “politics as usual” and the “political
class” raises the crucial question of the capacity of civil society to gen-
erate new political leaders and political organizations. The cases of
Weimar Germany and Argentina show that civil society cannot replace
programmatically-based political parties.

A fourth area for future research involves the impact of international
forces on civic organizations and social networks.12 Changes in interna-
tional attention to and support for civil society groups in democratizing
regions have a profound impact on internal relations within civil soci-
ety and with the state. Recent attention to the negative impact of inter-
national influence in light of societal catastrophes (such as that in
Rwanda) has raised new questions about the role of international actors
(see, e.g., Kuperman 2001). I have addressed only briefly how interna-
tional action has helped or undermined domestic civil society organi-
zations, but this question deserves careful examination. It is also im-
portant to explore how the withdrawal or lessening of international
support, coupled with domestic political developments, can give rise to
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or encourage civil society organizations that advocate violence or uti-
lize nationalistic sentiments to advance an antidemocratic agenda.

Finally, the study of a fundamental dimension of civil society, the
public sphere, cannot be isolated from the effects of economic and cul-
tural globalization. The contribution of global economic processes to
the gap between rich and poor, the introduction of consumption stan-
dards from the postindustrial West into noncentral societies, and the
impact of transnational publics are crucial elements for the formation of
national public spheres. It is important to understand how state and so-
cial forces are shaped by global trends that traverse geographic, cul-
tural, and political boundaries—and the ways in which these forces
shape the public sphere (Portes 1997: 4). For example, the role of “long-
distance nationalism”—the sustained links that immigrants establish
with their home countries—is an important factor in the creation of
publics and the formulation and communication of issues in the public
sphere (Anderson 1994: 326–27; see also Sassen 1999).

Creating a Different Link

Challenging the conceptual and empirical edifice built by neo-Toc-
quevilleans leaves us with many unanswered questions, as the previ-
ous list illustrates. Still, there is one question that remains central for the
discussion advanced in this study: Should the debate triggered by the
civil society boom be refocused on state institutions? I do not believe so.
We need to consider not only the realm of the state but also the social
sphere in the analysis of association and democracy. So, what does this
analysis contribute to the design of a future research agenda for under-
standing democratization processes? I believe that our efforts should be
redirected toward the development of an integrative model of democ-
ratization that can account for the complex interaction between institu-
tional and societal forces (see Yashar 1999; McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly
2001).

If it aims to correct some of the central flaws of recent democratiza-
tion studies, this model should articulate “top-down” and “bottom-up”
approaches to democracy, assess democratic systems for their positive
attributes (and not for what they lack), and depart from the teleological
approach of consolidation perspectives (see O’Donnell 1996a: 39; 1996b:
164; 1999b: 303–4; von Mettenheim and Malloy 1998b: 175; Holston and
Caldeira 1998: 288; Yashar 1999: 97–99). To conclude, let me suggest
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some ideas that can help us envision this alternative framework. I will
build on the conceptual framework that I introduced in Chapter 1 and
later explored empirically in the qualitative and quantitative studies.

First, I propose a shift from the political regime to the question of cit-
izenship rights. This model would advance a type of analysis that can
account for variations in the distribution of rights within and across na-
tions—variations that are fundamental to understanding democracy.
The crux of the model is the differential access to rights for different sec-
tors of the population (see O’Donnell 1999c).13 I propose a new concept,
“field of citizenship,” which results from the articulation of the state (its
administrative, coercive, and legal apparatus) and specific “relational
settings” (which express patterns of social interaction involving the cul-
tural, economic, political, and social spheres) (Somers 1993: 595).14 The
articulation between the state and social forces yields different fields of
citizenship within a polity (pp. 595–96, 589).

The model of fields of citizenship, I argue, is relevant for all democ-
racies because the distribution of rights is uneven in both well-estab-
lished and new democracies. It is thus important to stress that “bench-
mark democracies,” that is, the oldest and most stable democratic
systems (such as the United States) should not be treated as a type of
democracy that is inherently different from newly established ones.
Though there are important variations of degree in their institutional
quality, the effectiveness of the rule of law, and their political culture,
old and new democracies share an essential feature that should affect
the way we theorize them, namely, the irregular and disjunctive ways
in which the rights of citizens are extended and institutionalized (Hol-
ston and Caldeira 1998; Varas 1998).

Rather than employing exclusively aggregate-level data, which are
focused on the national regime, the task of identifying and mapping
fields of citizenship will allow us to examine within-country variations
in the distribution of rights and to compare nations by assessing their
particular distribution of fields (see Foley and Edwards 1999: 151, 166–
68). This approach redirects our analysis of democratization to investi-
gate the structure of these fields, the conditions under which they are
constituted, and the ways in which they are challenged, renegotiated,
and redefined by societal and state actors.

Second, it is vital to bridge institutional and societal factors and pro-
cesses by looking at micro-macro relations in a single model. From the
top looking down, I propose to examine how the various levels of the
state hierarchy reach specific relational settings. As already explained,
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by “traveling down the political and social hierarchies,” it is possible to
learn how separate parts of the state interact with society at different
levels of aggregation and in different contexts (Migdal 1994: 8; quota-
tion from Kohli 1994: 106). This involves an analysis that takes into ac-
count state-citizen interactions from the higher end of the state hierar-
chy (e.g., ministers, governors, mayors, and judges) to the trenches
(e.g., police officers, teachers, tax collectors, and other street-level bu-
reaucrats) (Rao and Walton 2002: 18; Migdal 1994: 16). From the bottom
looking up, it is important to look at “actors’ places in the multiple re-
lationships in which they are embedded” (Somers 1993: 595). By as-
suming a “relational” approach, this perspective considers the various
forms of capital available in a given setting—social, economic, human,
and cultural—to be co-determined (Rao and Walton 2002: 11). These
forms of capital are available to both individuals and groups: they
shape the relative power of individuals to make choices and to achieve
preferred outcomes, and the potential of groups to engage in collective
action (Rao and Walton 2002: 12, quoting Sen 1985). By contrasting dif-
ferent relational settings, this approach allows us to determine the em-
pirical conditions that shape, from the bottom up, the “meeting
grounds” between society and the state (Somers 1993: 595; Migdal 1994:
23).

This approach might examine the extent to which universalistic laws
become actual rights for different sectors of the population. This allows
us to understand the conditions under which laws can be connected to
cultural and social resources and thus be turned into actual “forms of
empowerment” (Somers 1993: 611). From this perspective, it is possible
to understand the phenomenon of association in a different light from
that provided by traditional approaches. Consider the interaction be-
tween structural conditions in the United States, particularly socioeco-
nomic stratification, with discriminatory practices by state and private
actors, which reinforce patterns of racial segregation. Relational settings
for blacks impose serious obstacles on their capacity to overcome em-
bedded patterns of exclusion, and thus on the possibility of turning the
law into a form of empowerment. Attempts to do so faced strong re-
sistance from sectors of the state and civil society, as illustrated in Chap-
ter 2.

The case studies presented in this volume offer many examples of
how top-down and bottom-up processes are articulated to produce spe-
cific configurations of rights and, in general, certain organizing princi-
ples in society. Consider the case of Argentina. If we direct our attention
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to the articulation of the state/legal system with the social/cultural
realm in this country, we can begin to understand the paradoxical as-
pects of democratization in this case. This entails considering, on one
hand, the state’s deficient oversight capacity, the ineffectual and biased
system of justice, and the abuse of citizens’ rights by agents across the
state hierarchy, and on the other hand, relational settings characterized
by a weak culture of legality, particularistic relations, and systems of
meaning influenced by social stigmas. Only by examining this articula-
tion, and the different ways in which it affects rights across the social
spectrum, can we make sense of such problems as the weak link be-
tween political and civil societies, the widespread sense of impotence,
alienation, and cynicism among citizens, little regard for moral restraint
(which has led to the acceptance of abusive and violent practices), the
high “cost threshold” for cooperation among groups and individuals in
this nation, and the pattern of fragmentation in associational life.

Finally, the framework I propose may help us to account for the con-
tinuous transformations in state-society and intrasociety relations that
take place in democratic settings. In other words, fields of citizenship
are not static; they are constantly redefined by collective actors and the
state. As the case studies illustrate, we can draw important lessons
about the tensions and conflicts involved in democratization by study-
ing how groups employ collective action to defend or challenge certain
terms of citizenship and the resulting response (e.g., resistance) of other
groups (and, of course, the state). This kind of analysis would benefit
from a broader historical perspective that can integrate long-term pro-
cesses of conflict and negotiation over the terms of citizenship for dif-
ferent social groups within and across nations. A related area for re-
search is the relationship between fields of citizenship and the public
sphere. Based on the evidence presented in the study, it is possible to
assume that these fields play a key role in the formation of publics and
affect the ways in which these publics dispute spaces within the public
sphere (see Eley 1992: 325–26). Undoubtedly, an understanding of these
issues will affect our understanding of democracies.

Is the democratic polity improved by participation and deliberation?
This is a complicated question that demands careful scrutiny of the as-
sumptions that have shaped the study of civil society, social capital, and
democratization in the past decades. As my study has shown, this
scrutiny leads to the revision of several of these assumptions. The task
ahead involves a further revision of paradigmatic ideas that have struc-
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tured this field of study. The questions and the model that I have posed
here suggest some of the areas in which future research can further elu-
cidate the uncertain relationship between civil society and democracy.

The challenge to build better democracies should not be limited by
unidimensional approaches that ignore evidence from “crucial” cases,
adopt restricted methodological strategies, or attempt to translate—
without critical analysis—the paradigmatic experiences of some coun-
tries to others. Good democratic institutions and plural, tolerant, soci-
eties are intricately connected. The future challenge is to rearticulate
what we now know into new understandings. Uncovering the uncer-
tainties and paradoxes of civic engagement and democratization does
not mean taking a step backward in what we thought we knew, but tak-
ing a new step in discerning the unsettled anatomy of democracy.
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introduction

1. In his study of civic engagement in the United States, Putnam (2000) ac-
knowledges that “strengthening the social and political power of voluntary as-
sociations may well widen class differences” (p. 358). Still, he argues, there is a
“mutually reinforcing” connection between association/social capital and
equality. However, while demonstrating that high levels of civic participation
in U.S. states are associated with better and more livable communities (better
schools, lower crime rates, happier people, etc.), Putnam does not take into ac-
count racial divisions, income differentials, age distribution, rural population,
and other variables (chaps. 16–22). See Wuthnow 2000. To be sure, Putnam con-
cedes that it is important to define whose interests are advanced by social cap-
ital and whose are not. However, in his chapter on the problematic dimensions
of the civil society–democracy thesis (“The Dark Side of Social Capital”), Put-
nam does not really explain how we should approach this issue. His answer fo-
cuses on the kinds of social capital (“bonding” versus “bridging”) that commu-
nities should produce in order to deal with different types of problems (see pp.
22–24).

2. The phrase “bring the people back in” is drawn from Inglehart 1997:
chap. 6.

3. I discuss social capital in Chapter 1.
4. Data on group membership are often collected through public opinion sur-

veys. For an analysis of some of the problems of using survey data exclusively
to study patterns of civic engagement, see Skocpol and Fiorina 1999b: 7–8.

5. Let me clarify that civil society, as Philip Nord (2000) explains, “is not co-
extensive with society as a whole but occupies a smaller swatch of territory” (p.
xiv).
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6. As Joseph Schumpeter (1942) argued, “The democratic method is that in-
stitutional arrangement for arriving at political decisions in which individuals
acquire the power to decide by means of a competitive struggle for the people’s
vote” (p. 269). This minimalist perspective offers a measure to identify the pres-
ence or absence of political democracy at the nation-state level, placing the em-
phasis on the stability of the democratic political system. As Ian Shapiro (1996)
points out, “[one of the major problems] with Schumpeterian democratic the-
ory is that the premium it places on stability is so high that it is often difficult,
in the end, to see what is democratic about it” (p. 105).

7. As noted, I collected data in 1996 and 2000. The 1996 study consisted of
one year of field research in the city of Buenos Aires, greater Buenos Aires, and
the provinces of Mendoza and San Juan. In 2000, I conducted a follow-up study
primarily focused on updating information on organizations and gathering
data on attitudinal changes of selected participants over time. I collected data
employing the following tools: (1) open-ended, in-depth interviews with lead-
ers and members of civic groups, government officials, scholars, and journal-
ists; (2) participant observation of groups’ private meetings and various forms
of collective action (from street protests to the lobbying of legislators); and (3)
archival research in civic organizations, newspapers, government agencies, and
Congress. See Chapter 3 for details on data collection and analysis.

chapter 1

1. Indicators of social movement activity may be, for example, the number of
events, their duration, and the number of participants. See Tarrow 1994: 110–
11, 156–62.

2. As Warren (2001) argues, “The democratic functions of associations may
differ from the motives and purposes of members” (p. 37). Therefore, “distin-
guishing the purposes and goals of associations from their functions guards
against the reductionist view that associations are good only if they have dem-
ocratic goods and goals” (p. 38).

3. Coincidentally, only a few months after King and his partner were sen-
tenced to death, a young member of a white-supremacist group in Indiana
murdered an African-American teenager to gain the respect of his comrades
(Berryhill 1999: 23).

4. Warren (2001) has developed an interesting typology of associational
types and a description of how these types are likely to connect to democratic
effects (pp. 134–205).

5. I employ the term “social trust” as synonymous with “interpersonal
trust.” See Chapter 5 for a discussion of measuring trust.

6. For an earlier analysis of social capital, see Coleman 1988; 1990.
7. Putnam (2000) notes that the concept of social capital is closely linked to

that of civic virtue. They are different, though, because the idea of social capital
emphasizes “the fact that civic virtue is most powerful when embedded in a
dense network of reciprocal social relations” (italics added). Therefore, Putnam says,
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“A society of many virtuous but isolated individuals is not necessarily rich in
social capital” (p. 19).

8. Some studies (e.g., Brehm and Rahn 1997) have examined the reciprocal
relationship between participation and trust.

9. Other measures of civic engagement may include voter turnout and vari-
ous forms of contacting public officials (Foley and Edwards 1999: 148).

10. Even though Putnam’s distinction between bridging and bonding forms
of social capital is interesting, it is not addressed in detail in his study, as he ac-
knowledges (2000: 24). See Foley and Edwards 1999: 148.

11. While some consider trust a prerequisite for democracy (e.g., Inglehart
1999: 88, 109–19), others view it as a source of economic growth. Social trust,
Francis Fukuyama (1995) has argued, plays a major role in determining a coun-
try’s industrial structure and thus its position in the global capitalist division of
labor (p. 325). He posits the argument that a broad “radius of trust” decreases
“the transaction costs associated with formal coordination mechanisms like
contracts, hierarchies, bureaucratic rules, and the like” (Fukuyama 1999: 3).
Trust also increases confidence in the market, thus contributing to the expan-
sion of productive trade (Levi 1999: 20). In contrast, low levels of trust are seen
as associated with economic failure (Gambetta 1988: 171). A narrowing of the
radius of trust, Fukuyama (1999) argues, generates “a two-tier moral system,
with good behavior reserved for family and personal friends, and a decidedly
lower standard of behavior in the public sphere” (p. 4). According to this au-
thor, lack of wide networks of trust in a society has both economic and political
consequences. The most clear economic manifestation of a narrow radius of trust
is corruption and one of its most visible political expressions is a state that en-
croaches into the private life of individuals (pp. 3–4).

12. My results also show that social trust has an impact on institutional qual-
ity. However, while Inglehart measured democratic quality with Freedom
House data on civil liberties and political rights, I also employ indicators of
governmental responsiveness and effectiveness, control of corruption, and re-
spect for the rule of law. See Chapter 5.

13. Generalized trust, Warren (1999) argues, “helps to build large-scale,
complex, interdependent social networks and institutions and for this reason is
a key disposition for developing social capital. Moreover, generalized trust is
connected to a number of dispositions that underwrite democratic culture, in-
cluding tolerance for pluralism and criticism” (p. 9). See the various points of
view on trust advanced by the contributors in Warren 1999.

14. For Uslaner (1999), “Optimists believe that other people will be helpful,
are tolerant of people from different backgrounds, and value both diversity and
independent thinking; they have confidence in their own capacity to shape the
world” (p. 138). In this analysis, optimists seem to be the icons of the American
Dream: “If they take a chance and lose, their upbeat world view leads them to
try again” (p. 138). In his most recent work, Uslaner shifted his attention to
structural factors. In a study on the United States he found that economic equal-
ity is a key predictor of social trust (Uslaner 2000–2001).
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15. For their analysis of the “context-dependent nature of social capital,” Fo-
ley and Edwards draw from Bourdieu’s (1986) social-structural analysis of so-
cial capital.

16. Putnam (2000) himself has noted that social capital is not always a posi-
tive force; that is, it “can be directed toward malevolent, antisocial purposes,
just like any other form of capital” (p. 22). He acknowledges that social capital
can be produced “in opposition to something or someone else” and that, in the
1950s, social capital was “often exclusionary along racial and gender and class
lines” in the United States (pp. 358, 361). However, he does not incorporate this
crucial dimension into his theoretical framework nor does he offer a systematic
explanation of why this is the case.

17. Social capital can be linked to crime and violence. It has been shown that
different types of crimes (e.g., petty and violent crime) and criminal networks
(e.g., gangs) are connected to different degrees of social interaction and net-
works of (particularized) trust and reciprocity (e.g., Glaeser, Sacerdote, and
Scheinkman 1996). Also, existing social networks can play an important role in
shaping violent and criminal behavior, particularly among young people, in
certain contexts; for instance, as a study of Boston has shown, in a tight labor
market, youths who live in low-income neighborhoods where a substantial
number of young people are involved in criminal activity are significantly more
likely to be involved in crime than youths living in other neighborhoods (Case
and Katz 1991).

18. As Almond and Verba (1963) put it, by means of voluntary associations,
“the individual is able to relate himself effectively and meaningfully to the po-
litical system. These associations help him avoid the dilemma of being either a
parochial, cut off from political influence, or an isolated and powerless individ-
ual, manipulated and mobilized by the mass institutions of politics and gov-
ernment” (p. 300).

19. Another key mass society theorist, Hannah Arendt, argued that the rise
of mass movements in Europe was the outcome of a process of atomization
triggered by the collapse of protective class boundaries (Arendt 1966: 315–17;
Hagtvet 1980: 72–77).

20. From this point of view, civil society is a key component of a nation’s
“cultural health.” It entails notions of “personal freedom,” “camaraderie,” “per-
sonal caring,” “optimism,” and “compassion” (Wuthnow 1991a: 4; 1991b: 302).
On “communitarianism,” see Etzioni 1996.

21. Using these criteria, Salamon and Anheier (1997) measure the third sec-
tor in thirteen countries, surveying voluntary associations in the United States,
the United Kingdom, Germany, France, Italy, Sweden, Japan, India, Egypt,
Brazil, Thailand, Ghana, and Hungary. See also CIVICUS 1997. In addition to
counting the number of organizations, these studies classify voluntary associa-
tions according to their structure and operation, their relationship with benefi-
ciaries, funding base, number of members/volunteers, and geographic distri-
bution, among other criteria.

22. It is often difficult to assess the size and growth of the third sector be-
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cause these sources provide incomplete, outdated, or unreliable information
(Thompson 1995a: 48).

23. A cross-national analysis of 150 grassroots organizations found that
membership structures cutting across socioeconomic cleavages (as well as in-
formal, participatory forms of decision making) were positively associated with
effectiveness in advancing group demands and monitoring state bureaucracies
(Esman and Uphoff 1984: chap. 5).

24. Smulovitz and Peruzzotti (2000) refer to civic associations and NGOs as
well as social movements and the media (p. 151). Interestingly, most of the lit-
erature on civil society in new democracies does not examine the potential of
civil society to monitor the sphere of the market or “economic society” in detail.
For an exception to this trend, see Linz and Stepan 1996: chap. 1.

25. For instance, as Cohen and Arato (1992) have argued, “Social movements
constitute the dynamic element in processes that might realize the positive po-
tentials of modern civil societies” (p. 492; italics added). “Among other things,”
they said, “movements bring new issues and values into the public sphere and
contribute to reproducing the consensus that the elite/pluralist model of
democracy presupposes but never bothers to account for” (p. 20). There is a di-
rect relationship between social movements and formal groups in civil society.
From a “linear model of development” perspective, “all social movements
move from forms of noninstitutionalized, mass protest action to institutional-
ized, routine interest group or party politics” (Cohen and Arato 1992: 556). As a
result of this process, “Formal organization replaces loose networks, member-
ship roles and leaders emerge, and representation replaces direct forms of par-
ticipation” (p. 556). On social movements and their effects, see Tarrow 1994:
chap. 9.

26. While various expressions of civil society may work “as forms of organi-
zation of consent whose role is exclusively the stabilization of domination,” as
Antonio Gramsci claimed, they can also be utilized by subordinated social
groups to create alternative formulas and actions that challenge such domina-
tion (Cohen and Arato 1992: 149; see also pp. 142–74).

27. According to Jürgen Habermas (1995), the public sphere influences polit-
ical decisions when it “enters through parliamentary debates into legitimate
lawmaking” (p. 371). In Chapter 4, I examine empirically how civil society pen-
etrates the legislature in Argentina. Innovative institutional designs may trans-
form informal publics into spaces for deliberation where social actors, rather
than transferring “influence,” become directly involved in the policy-making
process (as in the case of Brazil, where civil society groups assumed budgetary
powers at the municipal level) (Avritzer 2002a: 49–54, 138–42, 151–57). Thus,
under favorable political conditions, the creation of specific institutional mech-
anisms introduce public-level deliberation into the political realm of decision-
making, that is, these mechanisms “transfer the results of public discussion to
the democratic [political] arena” (p. 53).

28. Political rights entail the rights that guarantee the freedom to participate
in politics as constituent and officeholder. Civil rights refer to freedoms of
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speech, thought, religion, and culture; equality before the law; and equal access
to justice. Civil rights include cultural rights (e.g., the right of indigenous peo-
ples to maintain their language and customs). Social rights entail a guaranteed
minimum standard of living and equal access to public services. These rights
refer to the minimum conditions that individuals need to make choices and to
shape the immediate factors that influence their well-being (Rao and Walton
2002: 2). See Hasson and Ley 1997; Fainstein and Fainstein 1996.

29. Only general, clear, stable, and nonretroactive laws can effectively guarantee
legal security and personal freedom (Raz 1979: 214–16).

30. As O’Donnell (1999b) puts it, “Whether state agents perpetrate unlawful
acts on their own or de facto license private actors to do so, does not make much
difference, either for the victims of such actions or for the (in)effectiveness of
the rule of law” (p. 318).

31. In several cases, these demands represented important symbolic suc-
cesses for social movements. See Yashar 1998; Brysk 2000a.

32. In his ethnographic study of state-society relations in working-class
neighborhoods in Australia, Peel (1998) found evidence that a government
which approaches citizens it believes are not trustworthy promotes distrust for
institutions and lowers voluntary compliance with the law: “These citizens
have good reasons for distrusting a government that, through its agents, so con-
sistently manifests its distrust of them.” Among residents in these poor suburbs
in Australia, “distrust is a rational, critical response to their actual experiences
of distrustful and even destructive governance” (p. 316). In this case, such a vi-
cious circle of distrust takes place in the day-to-day delivery of public services
and in other forms of community interaction with the state. A similar pattern
can be found in several Latin American countries, usually not only in connec-
tion with the delivery of public goods and services but also with law enforce-
ment, access to justice, and consumer protection. See Stillwaggon 1998; O’Don-
nell 1999b; Dandler 1999; Fry 1999; Garro 1999.

33. Citizens develop a culture of legality when they “internalize the legal
rules, act according to them and use the court system to back up serious viola-
tions of expectations” (Örkény and Scheppele 1999: 70).

34. When referring to this political doctrine, one should note that some
democracies do not have constitutions.

35. This principle establishes a possible threshold against which we can
measure the “democratic” impact of civil society activity. For example, as I
show in Chapter 4, we can examine the outcome of legal cases on police vio-
lence sponsored by human and civil rights groups.

36. Consider the extremely weak judicial guarantees for some sectors of the
population or systematic exposure to arbitrary police violence in democratic
systems that sustain fairly effective political rights at the national level. See
Mitchell and Wood 1999.

37. Fraser (1993) notes that “unequally empowered social groups tend to de-
velop unequally valued cultural styles. The result is the development of pow-
erful informal pressures that marginalize the contributions of members of sub-
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ordinated groups both in everyday life contexts and in official public spheres”
(p. 11).

38. The rights and responsibilities ascribed to full membership in a demo-
cratic community are virtually meaningless for those who lack the necessary
“autonomy and/or the availability of a reasonable range of choice” that consti-
tute them as agents (O’Donnell 1999c: 15, 24–25). In his analysis of the
“(un)rule” of law in Latin America, O’Donnell (1999b) refers to the connection
that “runs from an inegalitarian socioeconomic structure to the weakness of po-
litical and, especially, civil rights” (pp. 322–23). See also p. 325 for a comment
on the importance of creating “decent” societies “in which the institutions do
not humiliate people” (quoting Margalit 1996: 1). A wide gap between rich and
poor reinforces patterns of social interaction based on domination and subordi-
nation, which tend to remain impervious to democratic changes at the institu-
tional level (O’Donnell 1999b: 322–23). See Tokman and O’Donnell 1998.

39. I thank Mark Ungar for this observation.
40. For illustrations of restricted access to justice for the underprivileged in

Latin America, see Méndez, O’Donnell, and Pinheiro 1999.
41. In highly stratified societies, legal norms are not usually perceived as

having originated in social habits or practices, acceptable to all parties in-
volved (Isuani 1999: 34). In Argentina, for instance, it has been argued that this
feature of society dates back to the origins of the Argentine nation-state, as rul-
ing elites imposed a political and social model based on the exclusion (from ef-
fective citizenship rights) of indigenous people, immigrants, women, mestizos,
and other subordinated groups (Isuani 1999: 47; Sidicaro 1982; Crahan 1982:
28–30).

42. Impunity can be manifested as legal impunity for the perpetrators of
criminal acts and as a day-to-day impunity, when, for example, money and
power influence judicial procedures and public officials abuse their power sys-
tematically against those who lack the “proper” social rank or relationships
(Uvin 1999: 53; O’Donnell 1999b: 312–13).

43. In general, support came from the poorest neighborhoods, where resi-
dents did not have the means, such as private security, to protect themselves.
Mark Ungar, personal communication, June 7, 2000.

44. Since 2001, the World Social Forum has gathered activists from various
countries in an effort to oppose neoliberalism and to resist the “undemocratic”
actions of multilateral organizations such as the International Monetary Fund.

45. For classical analyses of citizenship, see Marshall 1950 and Bendix 1977.
46. From the perspective of citizenship, a decline in some rights for a sector

of the population (e.g., social rights) generally also reduces their capacity to ex-
ercise other rights (civil or political). See O’Donnell 1999c.

47. The idea of the reciprocal “taming” of state and society was suggested to
me by David Nugent.

Notes to Chapter 1 231



chapter 2

1. Among recent work showing a positive link between civil society and de-
mocratization in Latin America, see Abers 2000 and Avritzer 2002a.

2. As Larry Jones (1979) has argued, inflation should be seen within a long-
term process of economic decay, that is, “as part of a continuum which also in-
cluded World War I, the so-called stabilization from 1924 to 1929, and the de-
pression of the early 1930s” (p. 144).

3. On the exclusion and marginalization of women, see Friedan 1963. For
more on the 1950s as a “golden age” of civic engagement, see Putnam 1995a
and 1995b.

4. Sexual fears also played an important role in the anxiety of whites over
losing the identity sustained by an all-white community. In Chicago, for in-
stance, notions of aggressive sexual behavior by blacks had an important place
in the articulation of white fears. There was a strong concern among whites that
residential transition areas would become breeding grounds for interracial mar-
riage, sexual attacks, or moral decay (Hirsch 1983: 196).

5. The domestic link between race and inequality was also affected by global
factors. The loss of industrial jobs in this period was especially hard on un-
skilled black migrants. Subsequently, low-skilled African Americans have been
among those most hard-hit by new trends in globalization initiated in the mid-
1970s.

6. Interestingly, sports clubs weighed “more prominently in the organiza-
tional background of Marburg National Socialists than in that of the sample of
ordinary townspeople, especially in 1933–35” (Koshar 1986a: 218–19).

7. Nazi Party activists in Marburg were members of at least two associations.
“The ratio of affiliations to individuals for these party members was 2.48”
(Koshar 1986a: 212). On cross-affiliation patterns in Marburg, see pp. 202, 287–
88, 292–97 (table A-1).

8. In this period, the town’s vote for the Nazis multiplied thirty-five times
(Allen 1984: 18–19, 142).

9. The Stammtisch consisted of “a group of men who ate lunch together on a
specified day every week at the same restaurant around the same table,” and
the beer clubs were “regular meetings at some tavern for talk, beer, and possi-
bly card playing” (Allen 1984: 18–19).

10. Surprisingly, the same strategy of organizing public events where people
can meet and bond has been proposed by Putnam (2000) as a way to increase
social capital in the United States (pp. 23, 362, 411).

11. As the former member explained: “There was no direct or obvious polit-
ical indoctrination until later—after Hitler came to power. . . . I think most of
the other boys joined for the same reason I did. They were looking for a place
where they could get together with other boys in exciting activities” (Allen
1984: 76).

12. Allen (1984) provides a description of these local leaders: “They had the
network of contacts (at least on the local level) to know where specialized
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skills could be located, to deal with practical problems like renting a micro-
phone or getting a poster designed and printed overnight. Their middle class
background and business experience meant that they were already trained to
punctuality, industriousness, disciplined task-solving, orderliness, and frugal-
ity” (p. 143).

13. See Foley and Edwards 1999 for a conceptual analysis of this dimension
(pp. 166–68).

14. Koshar (1986a) employs the term apoliticism. I believe that antipoliticism is
a better term to describe the hostility toward the party system and the “politi-
cal class.” Germans’ disengagement from the political system did not mean that
they lacked interest in politics.

15. Political parties failed to articulate and aggregate competing interests
and demands. “The party system,” as Bernt Hagtvet (1980) explained, “lacked
crucial integrative capacities because it remained focalized on regional attach-
ments and social groups which were already politically mobilized at the time
of Bismarck.” The parliament, in turn, did not function as an effective “bar-
gaining arena with adjudicative capacities” (pp. 95, 67). See Fritzsche 1990:
chaps. 10–11.

16. As in urban populations, this conversion process was influenced by the
erosion of traditional partisan allegiances (Zofka 1986: 60).

17. Though created by a political party with a partisan purpose, these were
civil society groups like many of those studied by Putnam (1993) in Italy—
which, contrary to what he argued, were created by political parties to mobilize
certain sectors of the population or were traditionally the result of Catholic
Church activity (Wilson 1999: 255, citing Maraffi 1998; Sabetti 1996).

18. There was also a very strong left-wing component in Weimar’s associa-
tional life. Some of it was democratic; some was communist and antidemo-
cratic.

19. The pattern reversed following the Nazi takeover (Koshar 1986a: 298,
table A-2).

20. Evidence that the Nazi Party was essentially a “successful party of
protest” was that its number of voters decreased in late 1932. In the November
1932 elections—after political bargaining to elect Hitler as chancellor faltered
and the Reichstag was dissolved—the NSDAP lost about 2 million votes
(Childers 1986: 233, 253). As Childers has noted, “the NSDAP had reached the
limits of its middle-class appeal and yet any serious attempt to broaden the
party’s constituency by more aggressive efforts to mobilise working-class vot-
ers ran the very substantial risk of alienating the NSDAP’s essential core of
middle-class support” (p. 253). Strategically, this situation highlighted the lim-
itations of the Nazi Party organization to gain access to power via electoral
means (Childers 1983: 264–65, 268–69).

21. According to Hagtvet (1980), “Like the working class subculture, the
middle class unions and the guilds promoted a distinct way of life by found-
ing their own organizations encompassing cultural and social activities as
well. Thus they tried to preserve the distinctions between petty bourgeois and
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proletarian lifestyles. These distinctions had less and less basis in income dif-
ferentials but were for that very reason guarded more zealously than before”
(p. 86).

22. As a reaction, some industrial and business sectors engaged in a zero-
sum game of competition with other sectors of society, attacking the democratic
rules of the game (Kolb 1988: 101–3). In a context of fierce class antagonism,
powerful industrial interests actively followed a strategy of “class struggle from
above” and pushed for an extrasystemic solution to the crisis (Kolb 1988: 158;
Abraham 1981: 19, 36).

23. Bankruptcies affecting middle-class sectors continued well into the early
1930s. See Childers 1983: 144, 211–13, 216–18.

24. See, for example, Abraham 1981: chap. 5; Mommsen 1991: 18, 24, 26–27.
Also see Noakes and Pridham 1983; Feldman 1993; Falter and Zintl 1998.

25. On the role of academics in the diffusion of Nazi ideas, see Gallin 1986.
26. A “völkisch pseudo-science” or as the Nazis put it, “a branch of medi-

cine,” “racial hygienics” served to legitimize attacks against the Jews. For in-
stance, based on the principles of racial hygienics, the Nazis claimed that “the
Jewish element figured negatively in any attempt to purify the ‘Nordic’ race.”
Jews were viewed as responsible for the country’s moral decay. One of the ar-
guments advanced by the Nazi Physicians’ League was that Jews’ support for
sexual freedom was an important source of the crisis in Germany (Kater 1986:
162–64).

27. From 1933 to 1938, in response to the policies of the totalitarian regime,
the league largely shifted its focus from feminist objectives to the defense and
support of Jews and Jewish organizations (Kaplan 1984: 190).

28. The term “serpent’s egg” comes from legends in which a monster (a
dragon or a snake) was born from an egg laid by a rooster and hatched by a ser-
pent. Its use here was inspired by Ingmar Bergman’s film The Serpent’s Egg,
which depicts pre-Hitler Berlin in the 1920s. As I use the term in this chapter,
the demon hatched from the serpent’s egg in Weimar Germany was the col-
lapse of democracy and the rise of Nazism; in the United States, the phrase de-
notes the wave of undemocratic reaction to the expansion of citizenship rights
after World War II.

29. Most studies refer to these prosegregation organizations as “Citizens’
Councils” and not “White Citizens’ Councils.” Benjamin Muse (1964), for in-
stance, explained: “By far the most influential molders of the movement of re-
sistance to desegregation were the organizations which sprang up in every
Southern state and either coagulated in what became the ‘Citizens’ Councils of
America, Incorporated’ or allied themselves with that body. At first there were
many ‘White Citizens’ Councils’ and an ‘Association of Citizens’ Councils’; lo-
cal groups also used such names initially as ‘National Association for the
Preservation of the White Race,’ ‘States’ Rights League,’ ‘Hermitage Crusade,’
‘Southern Gentlemen’—or ‘Pond Hollow Segregation Club’” (p. 47). For a de-
tailed list of studies on the Citizens’ Councils and massive resistance to deseg-
regation in the South, see Bartley 1969: 372–73; 1995: 481–82. In addition to the
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works cited in this chapter, see the following journalistic accounts of the coun-
cil movement: Martin 1957; Carter 1959; and Cook 1962.

30. Organized resistance to desegregation was, from the outset of the Brown
ruling, a theme of regional politics on the municipal and state level, encom-
passing sheriffs and ad hoc vigilante actions, Ku Klux Klan chapters, white
clergy, media, politicians who vowed resistance to school desegregation, and
other opinion molders.

31. In his study of the Citizens’ Councils, McMillen (1994) argued that they
employed intimidation tactics but not violence: “Whatever may have been the
theoretical relationship between the explosive atmosphere [they] so often cre-
ated and the actual outbreak of violence, there is no tangible evidence which
suggests that [they] engaged in, or even overtly encouraged, criminal acts.
From time to time individual Council members were implicated in acts of vigi-
lantism, including homicide and bombing, but the organization itself was never
directly linked with these things” (p. 360).

32. Experts on the Citizens’ Councils have stressed the difficulty of estimat-
ing the actual membership of the movement. According to council leaders,
members were not always actively involved, but they maintained their loyalty
and support to the movement: “In times of crisis, most official spokesmen pro-
fessed to believe that all Councilors, whether dues-paying or otherwise, would
stand united behind the Citizens’ Councils of America and the defense of white
supremacy” (McMillen 1994: 152–53).

33. On informal networks and “interpersonal solidarities,” see Tarrow 1994:
57.

34. A Council leader described the situation in Clarksdale, Mississippi, fol-
lowing a NAACP petition: “The good folks there had said ‘we don’t need a Cit-
izens’ Council, our niggers are good niggers, they don’t want to integrate, if we
organize a Citizens’ Council it’ll agitate ’em.’ But one bright morning they
woke up with a school petition with three hundred three signers, including
most of their good ones. So they organized a Council” (as quoted in McMillen
1994: 30–31).

35. Mississippi’s Councils “campaigned for passage of a suffrage restriction
amendment to the state constitution, which was approved by heavy majorities
in November [1954], and then turned to support of the ‘last resort’ school clos-
ing amendment, which was ratified by a comfortable majority in December”
(Bartley 1969: 86). See also McMillen 1994: 320.

36. The council movement also extended to Georgia. However, Georgia’s
prosegregation activity did not reach the intensity attained in the other Deep
South states (McMillen 1994: 80–81).

37. Councils were also organized in Florida, but with less success and effec-
tiveness. The segregationist movement expanded to Tennessee, Arkansas,
Texas, North Carolina, and Virginia too. In some of these states (e.g., Tennessee,
North Carolina, and Virginia), the antidesegregation movement consisted
mainly of kindred groups. In Virginia, for example, the segregationists organ-
ized groups such as the “Defenders of State Sovereignty and Individual Liber-
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ties,” which exerted strong influence over state legislators and political leaders.
Groups such as these emerged out of informal social networks that linked
politicians and average citizens. The Defenders of State Sovereignty had infor-
mal links with the Citizens’ Councils of America (Bartley 1969: 94–96, 89–101;
1995: 199; Muse 1964: 10; McMillen 1994: 105–7, 120–21, 310). See McMillen’s
chaps. 6 and 7. For more on the Defenders of State Sovereignty, see Smith 1965:
chap. 6. For a discussion of the council’s efforts to extend the movement to Cal-
ifornia, Maryland, and other states, see McMillen 1994: chap. 8.

38. The council movement was portrayed by its leaders as “the modern ver-
sion of the old-time town meeting called to meet any crisis by expressing the
will of the people” (a council promotional pamphlet, as quoted in Bartley 1995:
201).

39. When criticized for the promotion of blacklists of petitioners, the council
leadership responded that employers were just resorting to their “freedom of
choice” in making decisions that affected their businesses (Bartley 1995: 205).

40. On some occasions, African Americans were able to organize their own
boycotts and fight back successfully, drawing upon their power as consumers.
Also, the NAACP offered financial assistance to blacks who had suffered from
white retaliation. The conflict imposed a heavy cost on both blacks and whites.
However, it was not until the U.S. Congress and President Eisenhower de-
nounced the use of economic intimidation that the councils withdrew their
support for this practice (McMillen 1994: 211–14).

41. Questionnaires to screen candidates’ attitudes were often used in Missis-
sippi, Alabama, Louisiana, North Carolina, South Carolina, and Tennessee
(McMillen 1994: 307).

42. On the general topic of networks of interactions between governmental
and societal actors, see Sparrow 1992; Laumann and Knoke 1987.

43. It is interesting to observe, for example, that as authorities in the south-
ern states abandoned their defiant position toward the federal government, the
Citizens’ Council movement rapidly lost its momentum in the fight against de-
segregation. As struggles within the state gave way to developments in the di-
rection of democratization, the antidesegregation movement became gradually
demoralized in the face of political changes (McMillen 1994: 362).

44. In late 1956 the council organized the “Education Fund of the Citizens’
Councils,” which was designed to function, in the council’s view, “as a south-
ern counterpoise to the NAACP’s tax-exempt educational fund.” The idea was
that the fund would take over the costs of the council’s publications and “seek
access to the national information media, including the wire services, televi-
sion, radio, national periodicals, and the motion picture industry” (McMillen
1994: 38).

45. Other sources of government support for the council’s activities in Mis-
sissippi included the State Sovereignty Commission (McMillen 1994: 336).

46. On the origins of restrictive covenants and the real estate business, see
Abrams 1955: chap. 13; Jones-Correa 2000–2001. Until 1950, the “Code of
Ethics” of the National Association of Real Estate Boards said: “A realtor should
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never be instrumental in introducing into a neighborhood a character of prop-
erty or occupancy, members of any race or nationality, or any individual whose
presence will clearly be detrimental to property values in the neighborhood.” In
1950 the canon was changed to: “A realtor should not be instrumental in intro-
ducing into a neighborhood a character of property or use which will clearly be
detrimental to property values in that neighborhood” (as quoted in Abrams
1955: 156, 157). Still, nationality and especially race continued to play an im-
portant role in the assessment of real estate values.

47. A number of these associations were originally created by real estate
agencies (Sugrue 1996: 212). In the 1940s the realtors’ national organization
launched the idea of creating homeowners’ associations in order to enforce
covenants and regulations. As Charles Abrams (1955) explained: “Some home-
builders had been practicing race restrictions for years. The others now found
the response of their customers encouraging too. Buyers liked the idea of being
accepted into an ‘exclusive’ neighborhood. To be discriminating, they were
told, you must be discriminatory.” Until 1948 the restrictive covenant was an
important tool in the real estate business: “All the builder had to do was
covenant the land with restrictions banning various types of people and he or
his buyers could invoke the aid of the courts to enforce it against a violator”
(pp. 170–72). See Rosenblum 1998 (chap. 4), for an analysis of contemporary
homeowners’ associations or Residential Community Associations (RCAs).
Rosenblum’s analysis highlights the fact that the “voluntary” dimension of
these associations is restricted: “When buyers purchase property in a residen-
tial community governed by a homeowners’ association they become members
as well as owners” (p. 112).

48. Many of these activists were members of labor organizations and
parochial groups. The homeowners’ movement received support from labor
unions and churches.

49. The MIC, which was created in 1948, worked with a large group of reli-
gious and civil rights associations as part of the Coordinating Council on Hu-
man Relations (CCHR) (Sugrue 1996: 191).

50. For example, see Sugrue 1996: 151 (table 5.5) for data on the impact of
changes in the city’s industrial base upon unemployment and joblessness
among blacks.

51. From its creation in 1937 until 1950, the FHA loan program contributed to
maintain racial discrimination practices in housing by encouraging, for in-
stance, “the use and application of racially restrictive covenants as a means of
ensuring the security of neighborhoods” (Massey and Denton 1993: 52–55, quo-
tation on 54). See also Gotham 2000.

52. The volunteer’s quotation is from Wilkinson 1979: 138, as cited in Weis-
brot 1990: 289. In Detroit, the Courville District Improvement Association told
its members: “Our boys fought to uphold freedom and safeguard our present
rights. Are you willing to pick up the torch and carry on? There is no freedom
without responsibility” (as quoted in Sugrue 1996: 219).

53. There are other important benefits associated with homeownership. As
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Rosenblum (1998) explains: “The point of accrued equity (and potential ap-
preciation of property value) is that as the mortgage is paid, owners can bor-
row against it for personal consumption, college tuition, retirement, and so
on” (p. 122).

54. Communities like Trumbull Park “hardly rate as civil rights landmarks in
the same sense as Montgomery, Selma, or Birmingham, but they are symbols,
nonetheless,” Hirsch (1995) has argued. “More than mere examples of the anti-
Black animus, they exposed the political and ideological limits of the civil rights
era” (p. 523).

55. Homeowners’ associations also were instrumental in the movement that
unified the antitax revolt, the antidensity campaign, and the antibusing protest
(Davis 1990: 184).

56. The erection of barriers in lower-income neighborhoods fences these
communities off from poorer people, thus replicating the phenomenon of spa-
tial segregation found in middle- and upper-class gated communities (El
Nasser 2002: A1).

57. In general, these associations enact numerous rules that regulate physical
aspects of properties and in some cases even residents’ behavior outside their
own homes (Blakely and Snyder 1997: 20–22).

58. As Steven Taylor (1998) has explained: “Many of Boston’s Irish Ameri-
cans viewed busing as the latest of unwanted reforms being forced upon them
by a political culture that had been hostile toward them. Hence the implemen-
tation of busing opened up very old wounds that had not yet completely
healed” (p. 167).

59. In this context, the federal courts—and sometimes the federal govern-
ment—played a pivotal role in advancing the rule of law.

60. For different roles in organizing along gender lines in Detroit, see Sugrue
1996: 250–52.

61. Koshar (1986b) found in Marburg that, by early 1933, “there had been at
least one Nazi Party member in 104 local associations, or about one-quarter of
all voluntary groups in the city. Opportunities for promoting the Nazi message
were far more numerous in this ‘underground’ interpenetration of the Nazi
Party and organisational life than in big demonstrations or protest marches”
(pp. 28–29).

62. While political scientists have been engaged in a debate on the connec-
tion between civic engagement and democracy, many U.S. historians would
probably reject the notion that civic engagement inevitably promotes demo-
cratic outcomes. Studies such as Morgan 1975 have argued that U.S. democracy
developed together with slavery and racism. Along with studies of the Pro-
gressive era culminating in the early twentieth century, this scholarship ques-
tions the claim that white civic engagement has necessarily advanced black
rights in the United States. I thank Robert Weisbrot for this observation.
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chapter 3

1. In 2001, after failing to lift Argentina out of a four-year recession that had
eroded the country’s fiscal base, and which had sent unemployment and
poverty to record levels, the administration of Fernando de la Rúa seemed un-
able to avert a default on Argentina’s multibillion-dollar foreign debt. The In-
ternational Monetary Fund (IMF) refused to help Argentina repay its debt obli-
gations due at the end of 2001. The belief that the Argentine peso would be
devalued spread rapidly across society. In response to this confidence crisis,
people rushed to the banks to convert their pesos to U.S. dollars at the one-to-
one rate. Following massive withdrawals in November 2001, the De la Rúa ad-
ministration announced restrictions on the amount of money people could
withdraw from their bank accounts. This was a desperate device, known as the
corralito or “playpen,” to save the national banking system from a crisis that
posed threats to the federal reserves and the parity between the peso and the
dollar. The measure, in fact, accentuated the country’s economic recession,
which included an unemployment rate of around 20 percent, a high fiscal
deficit, and the inability of the government to respond to the demands of a very
dissatisfied middle class and the working class. In the days following the gov-
ernment’s announcement of the restrictions, a general strike paralyzed the
country, and shantytown residents began looting shops and supermarkets. In a
context of great uncertainty and social tension, the government declared a state
of siege in the week before Christmas. Immediately thereafter, thousands of cit-
izens went into the streets to protest against the government. Protests turned vi-
olent in the form of rioting and looting. Police repression resulted in more than
two dozen deaths. A very worn-out De la Rúa resigned on December 20 and a
temporary president took over. In fact, four presidents followed De la Rúa in
the two weeks after his resignation. The fourth, Peronist strongman Eduardo
Duhalde, was appointed by Congress to serve until new elections in April 2003.
Peronist candidate Néstor Kirchner was then elected president.

2. This movement promoted some significant changes in state practices and
helped educate citizens about their rights—how citizens should demand and
use their rights to exert control over state action (Jelin 1996: 113–14). See Brysk
1994, esp. chaps. 4–10, for an analysis of the movement’s impact in the first
decade of democracy.

3. As O’Donnell (1999a) put it, “there was not only a state and a govern-
ment that were brutally despotic, but . . . there was also a society that during
those years was much more authoritarian and repressive than ever before”
(pp. 54–55).

4. Other groups in civil society—more traditionally supportive of authori-
tarian governments—were part of this effort too. These organizations included
the Jockey Club, Círculo de Armas, and the Sociedad Rural (Bayer 2001).

5. Data from INDEC and Equis, as reported in Restivo 2002 and Clarín.com
2002a. On earlier impoverishment trends, see Minujin 1992; 1993. See also CELS
2000: chap. 3.
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6. Greater Buenos Aires includes twenty-two suburban counties around the
city of Buenos Aires.

7. Data from confidential interviews with federal government officials in
2000. Experts have indicated that most people do not report crimes to the po-
lice, particularly when they involve low levels of violence and result in prop-
erty loss, because they do not trust the police.

8. Commissioner Pedro Klodczyc, La Nación, May 8, 1996, as quoted in
Oliveira and Tiscornia 1997: 61.

9. The major associations of lawyers in Buenos Aires reacted against the
president’s plan, which they considered dangerous to the independence of the
Supreme Court. The press denounced the plan as a stratagem to secure the ex-
ecutive’s political influence on the judiciary. The court-packing plan was also
vehemently resisted by the opposition Radical Party and a sector of the judici-
ary (Verbitsky 1993: 28, 33–51).

10. Corruption, as explained, was especially prevalent in the 1990s. As
Menem’s second term in office drew to a close, “well over 100 government offi-
cials and their relatives had been charged—and acquitted” in cases of corrup-
tion (Ungar 2002: 147).

11. On the IBM-Banco Nación and other scandals involving state agencies,
see the 2001 report by the Chamber of Deputies’ Special Investigating Commit-
tee on Money Laundering. For a synthesis of the commission’s findings, see the
report’s executive summary, available at http://www.informelavado.com. The
report shows, for instance, how state agencies such as the country’s central
bank—charged with the responsibility to control and regulate the financial sys-
tem—failed to do so.

12. On post-1998 developments regarding the Office of the Ombudsman, see
Ungar 2002: 202–3.

13. For a detailed description of the reform and its aftermath, including the
reversal of key advances in the democratization of the Buenos Aires provincial
police, see Palmieri, Filippini, and Thomas 2001: 6–31.

14. This description is based on an author’s interview with Alicia Pierini,
then head of the subsecretariat, Buenos Aires, May 9, 1996, as well as the
agency’s publications and interviews with members of civic organizations.

15. This account is based on an author’s interview with María Julia Zarate,
one of the bureau’s lawyers, Buenos Aires, May 8, 1996, and interviews with
members of civic groups.

16. Data from Gallup Argentina corresponding to surveys conducted in the
city of Buenos Aires (the federal capital) and greater Buenos Aires in the period
1984–96. In addition to the trends concerning the judiciary, Congress, and po-
litical parties, trust in public officials, police, labor unions, big business, and the
educational system also experienced a steady downfall since 1984. As of Febru-
ary 2002, according to a UN survey published in La Nación, 93 percent of Ar-
gentines distrusted politicians.

17. The sources for these data are the following: Survey conducted in the city
of Buenos Aires and greater Buenos Aires by the APDH (1995); survey con-
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ducted by the Public Opinion Department at Taller, Escuela, Agencia (TEA) in
the city of Buenos Aires and greater Buenos Aires (July–August 1992), as re-
ported in “La ley de la calle,” Quinto Poder 1, no. 3 (September 1992): 14; and a
1996 poll by Gallup Argentina. Another sphere of state-citizen interaction in
which the rule of law has been systematically violated is that of imprisonment.
Conditions in federal prisons have been very precarious because of overcrowd-
ing, lack of personnel, human rights abuses, and inadequate facilities. In viola-
tion of the criminal code, the system of justice has acted with excessive slow-
ness. Around 75 percent of the inmates in the Buenos Aires penitentiary system
have been in prison for longer than two years without being tried, and more
than 70 percent have not received a sentence. As a result of these conditions,
there have been major prison revolts with deadly consequences—as in 1996,
when nearly 13,000 prisoners in nineteen prisons across the country revolted in
protest against inhuman conditions of detention (Ungar 2002: 44–46).

18. See Coordinadora contra la Represión Policial e Institucional (CORREPI),
“Archivo de Casos, 1983–1998,” available at http://www.derechos.org/
correpi/muertes.html.

19. Access to legal defense has been a serious problem in Argentina, primar-
ily for low-income sectors. Public defenders are few relative to prosecutors, and
they lack the most basic resources to do their job. Legal clinics in universities
have been largely ineffective because of a virtual absence of supervision, lack of
infrastructure, and constant turnover (Ungar 2002: 203–5, 220–21).

20. The budget for the judiciary at the national level (including the Supreme
Court of Justice) increased from a range of 0.14 to 0.18 percent of the country’s
GDP in the period 1984–90 to a range of 0.21 to 0.33 percent in the period 1991–
97 (it was at its highest point from 1994 through 1997). See Molinelli, Palanza,
and Sin 1999: 663, table 4.7.

21. For instance, in the early 1990s (World Values Surveys data), only 23 per-
cent of respondents in Argentina said that “most people can be trusted” (less
than half than in the United States).

22. In addition to high levels of mutual distrust among Argentines, Kirk-
patrick (1971) also found high levels “of cynicism about government, and of
lack of agreement about the desirable form of political organization” (p. 231).
When responses to the first statement were compared with results in the five
countries analyzed by Almond and Verba in The Civic Culture (1963), they
showed that Argentina ranked lower than the United States (68 percent), Italy
(73 percent), the United Kingdom (75 percent), and Germany (81 percent). Only
Mexicans (94 percent) showed lower levels of mutual trust than Argentines (p.
120, table 6.2). Indeed, nearly four decades ago only 16 percent of Argentines
believed that others would not take advantage of them.

23. This 1990 survey was reported in Crónica, “Significativas cifras sobre el
uso de la tortura,” January 23, 1991. The poll revealed that 30.2 percent of those
interviewed considered that the use of torture “depended on the case” and 7.9
percent approved of it without reserve (Chevigny 1995: 195).

24. After a massacre of prisoners in São Paulo’s largest penitentiary in 1992,
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a poll revealed that 44 percent of interviewees approved of the military police’s
action. Furthermore, in São Paulo thousands “took to the streets to demonstrate
in favor of the police and against human rights advocates who had criticized
the prison massacre” (Caldeira 1996: 197–98).

25. This is a nonrepresentative sample (N = 244). The sociologists who con-
ducted the survey, however, balanced the sample according to socioeconomic
variables. For sample details, see Belvedere 1999: 279–81.

26. See also Thompson 1995a; Levy 1996; Inter-American Development Bank
1998; and data reported by the National Center for Community Organizations
(CENOC).

27. The original list of types of voluntary organizations included: (1) social
welfare services for elderly, handicapped, or deprived people; (2) religious or
church organizations; (3) education, arts, music, or cultural activities; (4) trade
unions; (5) political parties or groups; (6) local community action on issues like
poverty, employment, housing, racial equality; (7) third world development or
human rights; (8) conservation, the environment, ecology; (9) professional as-
sociations; (10) youth work (e.g., scouts, guides, youth clubs, etc.). In 1991 the
survey was expanded to include: (11) sports or recreation; (12) women’s
groups; (13) peace movement; (14) animal rights; (15) voluntary organizations
concerned with health; (16) other groups.

28. To do so, I created an overall measure of membership in formal associa-
tions that totals the number of different groups to which a respondent belongs.
Respondents who did not mention any of the groups in the list were coded 0
(i.e., these were considered nonparticipants). Membership in only one type of
group was coded 1 and in two types, 2. Because the number of respondents
who belonged to more than three types of organizations was small, I aggre-
gated them into a single category (3 or more) in order to avoid presenting mis-
leading means. On this methodological aspect, see Young and Seligson 1997.

29. To a significant extent, the difference can be attributed to the inclusion of
sports/recreation groups in the index.

30. Survey conducted by the Public Opinion Department at TEA in the city
of Buenos Aires and greater Buenos Aires (May 1992), as reported in “¿El ocaso
de la participación?” Quinto Poder 1, no. 3 (September 1992): 22–26.

31. The actual question was, “Have you ever been active in a political cam-
paign? That is, have you ever participated in any political activity, such as con-
tributing money, demonstrating, and so on?” (Kirkpatrick 1971: 243).

32. In addition, some anti–civil rights movements, usually temporary,
emerged in some towns in Buenos Aires province and in the city of Buenos
Aires, where middle-class groups mobilized to protest a rights-oriented Urban
Coexistence Code and demanded more police power to clear their neighbor-
hoods of “undesirables” (Ungar 2002: 95–96).

33. This bombing was the deadliest anti-Jewish terrorist act against a civilian
population since World War II, killing eighty-six people. As in the Cabezas case,
the police were implicated in the attack. An earlier anti-Jewish attack destroyed
the Israeli embassy in Buenos Aires in March 1992, killing twenty-nine people.
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The 1994 bombing of the Jewish community center led to many civil society ac-
tivities, but not to any conclusive investigation or prosecution.

34. A well-known journalist called this effect intoxicación informativa (infor-
mation intoxication). Meeting of the Argentina Working Group (the Argentina
Project at the Woodrow Wilson Center), Buenos Aires, June 26, 2002.

35. The Center for Legal and Social Studies (CELS) was founded in the late
1970s, but underwent such a major organizational transformation in the 1990s
that it could be included among the “new” human and civil rights groups.
Among other activities, CELS developed an advocacy and research program on
citizen security, pursued legal challenges to the constitutional status of certain
laws, and monitored designations of judges and promotions of military officers
in Congress.

36. The following are the organizations included in my study: Asociación
por los Derechos Civiles; Asociación Travestis Argentinos; Comisión de Ami-
gos y Vecinos de Ingeniero Budge (CAVIB); Centro de Estudios Legales y So-
ciales (CELS); Comisión de Familiares de Víctimas Indefensas de la Violencia
Institucional (COFAVI); Conciencia; Coordinadora contra la Represión Policial
e Institucional (CORREPI); CORREPI-Familiares; Familiares de Víctimas Inde-
fensas de Mendoza (FAVIM); Foro del Sector Social; Gays por los Derechos
Civiles; Hijos por la Identidad y la Justicia contra el Olvido y el Silencio (HI-
JOS); Memoria Activa; Movimiento contra la Discriminación; and Poder Ciu-
dadano. My study did not include, for example, women’s organizations, which
promoted a strong gender-based agenda that led to political and legal reforms
in the 1990s.

The primary data utilized in the examination of the Argentine case included
conversational interviews with leaders and members of civic groups, as well as
government officials, scholars, and journalists in Buenos Aires, Mendoza, and
San Juan (sixty open-ended, in-depth interviews). I did not collect a random
sample of activists. I employed a snowballing approach to generate a sample of
participants as balanced and broad as possible. Most of the interviews were
conducted in the city of Buenos Aires and greater Buenos Aires. Additional
sources included documents from civic organizations and government agen-
cies, and major Argentine newspapers (Clarín, Página/12, and La Nación). Par-
ticipant observation was a fundamental component of my field research. I at-
tended numerous public and private meetings of groups, demonstrations,
festivals, and street protests and also observed how groups engaged in lobby-
ing and other forms of advocacy with state agents. I gathered evidence from
various sources in order to cross-check information and triangulate my data.

In the interviewing process, I employed the same semistructured question-
naire with all interviewees. After some preliminary field research, I decided
against conducting a survey of participants in the groups. When I talked to
grieving mothers whose children were killed by “trigger-happy” policemen,
underpaid lawyers who worked twelve hours a day, and activists who received
death threats, it was clear to me that the survey was not a good instrument. I
could not reduce the complex issues that activists faced to a numerical scale.
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Thus I developed a questionnaire structured around questions on attitudes and
the experience of participation, but that allowed sufficient flexibility for partic-
ipants to get sidetracked and talk about issues that interested them (on these
methodological aspects, see Hecht 1998: 13–14). The questions covered a broad
range of topics including social trust, tolerance, system support, relations with
government agencies and perception of the state apparatus, views on conflict
and common interests in society, personal and group priorities, willingness to
compromise, and embeddedness in social networks. Interviews were codified,
independently, by me and another analyst. Data analysis was focused on iden-
tifying concepts that expressed social trust, tolerance, predispositions toward
dialogue and cooperation, and attitudes toward institutions and other groups
of civil society. When coding the raw data, I considered both what the evidence
said (for example, a statement made by a respondent in an interview) and how
a particular piece of evidence related to a general framework (such as the entire
conversation with the interviewee). In evaluating each organization, I sought to
make a comprehensive judgment about group attributes. For example, I trian-
gulated data from various sources to determine if the association had a single
“comprehensive Weltanschauung” (a conceptual scheme from which its actions
derive) or if there were competing internal views that influenced the behavior
of the group (see Putnam 1973: 241–44). Given the nonrepresentative nature of
the sample of civic participants, the results do not apply to the broader society;
however, when possible, I employed survey data to examine the correspon-
dence between attitudes found in the ethnographic study (e.g., social trust) and
in the overall society.

37. In choosing this subset of interviewees, I considered socioeconomic fac-
tors in order to balance the composition. The original wave of interviews asked
for perceptions at the time of joining the organization in order to establish a
baseline for evaluating the relationship between civic engagement and attitudi-
nal change. The 2000 interviews allowed me to establish some trends over time
for a smaller sample within the original set of participants.

38. In the case of CORREPI, there was a wide division between professionals
and relatives of victims, which convinced me to treat the organization as two
different groups for the purpose of the analysis.

39. Since its creation, COFAVI has been led by relatives of victims. This or-
ganization was initially called Committee of Relatives of Innocent Victims of
Police, Judicial, and Institutional Violence (Comisión de Familiares de Víctimas
Inocentes de la Violencia Policial, Judicial e Institucional). In COFAVI, the rela-
tives were in charge of managing the internal affairs of the organization, while
lawyers and other volunteers had technical and support roles. This was not true
of CORREPI, which had a core leadership of lawyers with a background of po-
litical activism.

40. In fact, civic organizations engaged in advocacy or watchdog activities
sometimes faced many obstacles in the process of obtaining legal recognition as
civil associations. This was true of COFAVI, for example.
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chapter 4

1. To guarantee the anonymity of my respondents, I do not identify them
when reporting my findings. Also, I have tried to avoid revealing which group
produced which discourse or behavior. I believe that this kind of information
may have a negative impact on the already strained links within this segment
of civil society.

2. The direct impact of civic engagement on state practices is a problem that
was amply discussed in the social movement literature during the late 1990s,
when the emphasis on the importance of social movements as devices to shape
collective identities gave way to a concern with the political role of these move-
ments in the legal and institutional spheres of new democratic regimes. As
some scholars have argued, a concern with the production of power under-
stood “as the creation of space for dissent” must be complemented by tangible
evidence that civil society can influence formal structures of government and
institutional processes (Roberts 1997: 142, 145). See also Haber 1996; Pratchett
1999; Lomax 1997.

3. Consider, for example, the serious problem of police violence in Ar-
gentina.

4. This same interviewee had told me in 1996, before joining the group, “I felt
I deserved to be mistreated or discriminated against, particularly because I was
the mother of a person killed by the police.”

5. As shown by a Gallup Argentina poll conducted in 1994, which asked
about the rights of victims, suspects, and criminals.

6. Here the use of the term “black” does not correspond to its use in the
United States. In Argentina, “black” refers to individuals who have some in-
digenous heritage, mestizos.

7. I found that, for most of the organizations, the problem of race/ethnicity
was very difficult to deal with. Even though the kind of open remark such as
the one cited was unusual, groups and individual participants did not show
racial tolerance; they often chose to ignore the question of racial discrimination.
Racism and xenophobia were often present in the discourse of public officials.
For example, some officials publicly accused immigrants of being dispropor-
tionately involved in criminal activities, when actual police reports showed the
opposite trend. On occasion, some civil society activists repeated this kind of
xenophobic argument.

8. On particularized trust, see Williams 1988: 12; Newton 1997: 578; Uslaner
1999: 124. See also Yamagishi and Yamagishi 1994. I discuss the difference be-
tween generalized and particularized trust in Chapter 1.

9. I divided participants into three categories: upper-middle, middle, and
lower-middle class, based on income, occupation, and educational level.

10. As explained earlier in the book, civic participation is mediated by the
specific conditions in which organizational activity takes place (Foley and Ed-
wards 1997b: 670–71). For instance, neo-Tocquevilleans (e.g., Putnam) do not
take into account the fact that context can raise the costs of cooperation, thus
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stimulating defection among those who are in a vulnerable position (Williams
1988: 8).

11. Trust in others is necessary to motivate people to cooperate. Said
Williams (1988): “Cooperation requires trust in the sense that dependent par-
ties need some degree of assurance that non-dependent parties will not defect”
(p. 8).

12. The World Values Surveys asked respondents whether they trusted oth-
ers. Respondents were asked: “Generally speaking, would you say that most
people can be trusted or that you can’t be too careful in dealing with people?”
This trust variable is one of the classic social trust measures (see Rosenberg
1956). It was coded as a dichotomous variable. Those who answered that “most
people can be trusted” were coded 1. Those who responded that one “can’t be
too careful” were coded 0. For details on the group membership variable, see
Chapter 3.

13. If we observe the nature of the relationship between levels of civic en-
gagement (the number of different groups to which individuals belong) and so-
cial trust, we find a decline in trust among those individuals who participate in
three or more types of groups (see Chapter 3). Even though this segment repre-
sents only 11.5 percent of all group members, this downward trend in trust
among those who might be seen as “intense” activists is puzzling.

14. The sex of respondents was coded 1 for males and 2 for females. The ed-
ucation item asked the respondent the following question: “At what age did
you or will you complete your full-time education, either at school, or at an in-
stitution of higher education?” The resulting ten-point scale ranged from “com-
pleted formal education at 12 years of age or earlier” (coded 1) to “completed
education at 21 years of age or older” (coded 10). The respondent’s household
income level was measured as a ten-point scale ranging from “lowest” (coded
1) to “highest” (coded 10).

15. Though income is not statistically significant, it is the most important
predictor of trust in the equation. This concurs with the cross-national findings
presented in Chapter 5.

16. These interactions are influenced, among other factors, by the various,
changing, and competing strategies that dominate state action at different lev-
els, such as the willingness to employ co-optation or coercive mechanisms to re-
duce the level of civil society criticism toward the government or to control its
repertoire of activities.

17. This is “a conflict of interest such that what one side gains the others in-
volved necessarily must lose” (Putnam 1973: 258).

18. Relatives of those killed in the 1994 bombing of the AMIA headquarters
created a civic organization called Active Memory (Memoria Activa). Since the
creation of the group, members have been harassed by the police and received
death threats. As a result of internal disagreements, the original organization
broke into three groups. On July 18, 2002, for example, there were three com-
memorative events, each organized by a different group, on the anniversary of
the terrorist attack.
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19. Festivals and mass rallies to protest police abuse attracted thousands af-
ter 1995. In a context of heightened social tensions, the type of violent message
cited in the text could lead to violence. This is what happened in April 1996

when violence broke out at a festival in the city of Buenos Aires to protest po-
lice brutality (thousands of people attended the event). A dispute between rival
gangs developed into major clashes between participants, rampage, theft, and
violent attacks on property. A young man died after being savagely beaten by
members of the audience, and more than thirty people were seriously injured.
The festival, which had received the endorsement of some thirty human rights
organizations, turned into chaos. Following the festival, which was widely cov-
ered in the media, the mayor of Buenos Aires banned the organizer (a civic
group) from planning any other public event in the city. Most of the media
stressed that the police should control young people with a strong hand to pre-
vent similar events. The police, at least for a while, regained legitimacy before
the citizens of Buenos Aires for choosing not to intervene, whereas the overall
legitimacy of human and civil rights groups was seriously eroded in the eyes of
government officials, other segments of civil society, and public opinion.

20. In the 1990s, another government agency, the National Center for Com-
munity Organizations (CENOC), launched a series of programs—including a
voluntary census of civic organizations in Argentina—oriented toward devel-
oping a closer interaction with civil society. Even though the agency sought to
serve as a nucleus to promote relationships among civic groups, it lacked the
expertise to do so. For instance, the census questionnaire was insufficient for
mapping the sphere of civic organizations in Argentina—a problem that could
have been solved with the expertise of some NGOs. Also, the agency often
adopted a paternalistic approach to organizations by seeking to impose, for ex-
ample, its own model of state–civil society interaction on civic groups—a be-
havior that alienated important segments of civil society (such as the human
and civil rights sector).

21. Inequality, social exclusion, and social degradation conform to what
some authors refer to as structural violence. See Uvin 1998: 103–8; Leeds
1996: 49.

22. For each item, I used a five-point scale to measure, horizontally, coales-
cence within civil society (from conflict to consensus), the decision to prioritize
civil society contacts (from never to always), and embeddedness in social net-
works (from no interaction to multiple interactions); and vertically, collabora-
tion with the government (from never to frequently), the decision to prioritize
government contacts (from never to always), and perception of the state appa-
ratus (from monolithic to diverse).

23. See the analysis in Putnam’s (1973) study of politicians in Great Britain
and Italy, pp. 242, 281–83, 285.

24. According to Warren (2001), “the availability of alternatives makes exit
less costly for members while at the same time offering greater chances that in-
dividuals can find comfortably homogeneous attachments” (p. 105).

25. Organizations were placed in the chart according to their score in each of
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the two dimensions. The following are the values obtained for the vertical and
horizontal dimensions, respectively: Asociación por los Derechos Civiles (4.5,
2.5); Asociación Travestis Argentinos (1.5, 1.5); CAVIB (1.5, 2.25); CELS (2.75,
3.5); COFAVI (1, 1.25); Conciencia (5, 2.5); CORREPI (1.25, 3); CORREPI-Famil-
iares (1.25, 1.5); FAVIM (4.25, 3.5); Foro del Sector Social (4.5, 2.5); Gays por los
Derechos Civiles (2, 2); HIJOS (1, 3); Memoria Activa (2.75, 2.75); Movimiento
contra la Discriminación (2.25, 2.5); and Poder Ciudadano (4.25, 4).

26. The terms “commanding heights” and “trenches” as applied to the state
are from Migdal 1994: 16–17.

27. On the role that international actors can play in new democracies, see
Brysk 2000b. See Edelman 1998 for an insightful analysis of transnational links
among associations.

28. Over the years, CELS has received funding from several U.S.-based foun-
dations (e.g., Ford, Tinker, Kellogg) and European organizations based in
France, Sweden, Finland, and Belgium, among others.

29. At the same time, some groups working on similar issues were very crit-
ical of CELS and other organizations receiving funding from abroad, especially
from U.S.-based sources.

30. CELS, in turn, had established programs to provide legal assistance to
the poor, but this type of direct involvement diminished significantly through-
out the 1990s.

31. See the ruling from the Supreme Court of Justice, “Comunidad Homo-
sexual Argentina c/ Inspección General de Justicia s/ Personería Jurídica,”
November 22, 1991.

32. Yet CHA’s work paved the way for the emergence of new gay organiza-
tions. Furthermore, the gay movement obtained an important victory in the
struggle for legal recognition when the legislature of the city of Buenos Aires, in
December 2002, sanctioned a law that gave marital rights and responsibilities to
gay and lesbian couples.

33. I do not examine the link to the armed forces, which had a secondary rel-
evance in the Argentina of the 1990s.

34. Even though there is no systematic data on the socioeconomic status of
victims of police violence, a review of hundreds of cases—and interviews with
human rights lawyers—suggest that a majority of the victims belonged to the
lower middle class and the working class. Most victims were young. According
to one organization (CORREPI), the average age was 17. See http://www.dere-
chos.org/correpi/muertes.html.

35. Other organizations (e.g., COFAVI) compiled similar data, but with ques-
tionable methodological standards. Their data, however, have been useful as a
measure of comparison and for the purpose of triangulation.

36. This figure (33.7 percent) results from adding up the cases set aside, cases
not pursued, acquittals or cases dismissed, and cases with lesser charges or in
which the wrong person was indicted.

37. There is abundant evidence collected by human and civil rights organi-
zations (such as the annual reports on human rights in Argentina produced
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by CELS) on the level of police violence in Argentina and the acute state of
crisis of the country’s law enforcement system (CELS/Human Rights Watch
1998: 12).

38. These are data collected by CELS on the basis of news reports (see note
46). The criteria for classifying a death as “arbitrary” (i.e., as part of a pattern of
police violence) entailed the indication that “there was a violation of a person’s
right to life and his/her individual integrity” and that “the police and security
forces employed excessive and arbitrary firepower” (CELS 1998: 113, my trans-
lation). The CELS data start in 1986 while the cases included in the CORREPI
inventory date back to 1983. As noted earlier, greater Buenos Aires refers to the
suburban counties around the city of Buenos Aires.

39. This was a bill to reform Law 21,965. It was presented in the Chamber of
Deputies by Marcelo Vesentini (Frente Grande), who was the leading promoter
of the bill, and cosponsored by Carlos Raimundi, Rodolfo Rodil, Alfredo Bravo,
Nilda Garré, and Horacio Viqueira.

40. The bill emphasized the need to create a police force committed to pro-
tecting the rule of law, democratic values, and constitutional rights. It also in-
troduced the requirement for police officers to have earned a high school
diploma before joining the force.

41. The Garrido, Baigorria, and Guardati cases were among those that
brought police brutality in Mendoza to national attention (CELS/Human
Rights Watch 1998: 34, 159).

42. The “democratic quality” scale was as follows: strongly democratic, dem-
ocratic, somewhat democratic, neutral, somewhat undemocratic, undemocratic,
strongly undemocratic. As with the interviews, coding was done by me and, in-
dependently, by another researcher.

43. These criteria are drawn from the analysis developed in CELS/Human
Rights Watch 1998: 20–29.

44. Walter Bulacio, 17 years old, was killed by the police in 1991, after being
arrested, along with dozens of young people, outside a rock concert in Buenos
Aires. The autopsy showed that he had been seriously beaten in the police
precinct.

45. Among the organizations mentioned in the bills were CELS, the Buenos
Aires Lawyers Association (AABA), the Center for Studies on the National Pro-
ject, and the Argentine Soccer Association (AFA).

46. Researchers on police issues in Argentina concurred with this approach.
The data on police violence (in the federal capital and greater Buenos Aires)
was collected by CELS from the newspapers with the largest circulation in Ar-
gentina: Clarín, La Nación, Página/12, and Crónica. As CELS researchers have ac-
knowledged, these data are subject to a number of biases inherent to the dy-
namics of journalism—such as the preeminence given to cases with the
potential to attract the interest of the public or space constraints in the crime
section of a newspaper. These are, unfortunately, the only systematic data avail-
able on police violence in Argentina (the police institution does not make this
information available to the public, and it is logistically impossible to collect

Notes to Chapter 4 249



these data from the courts, given the lack of centralized databases). See CELS
1998: 112–13.

47. Of the ninety-six bills that originated in the Chamber of Deputies, sev-
enty-seven were classified as democratic; of sixteen bills that originated in the
Senate, thirteen were democratic; and of eight bills that originated in the exec-
utive, five were classified as democratic. There was no input from civil society
in the bills that originated in the executive, and there were references to civil so-
ciety in only three of all the undemocratic bills.

48. A majority of the democratic bills with a reference to civil society fell in
the top two categories on the “democratic quality” scale: 46.2 percent in the
strongly democratic category and 42.3 percent in the democratic one.

49. I did not include 1983 in the calculation because Congress was in session
only during the month of December.

50. Of the two bills with a reference to civil society that were enacted in the
1990s, one eliminated the power of the police to make arrests with the sole pur-
pose of “identifying” suspects, and the other regulated the role of domestic se-
curity agencies with an emphasis on the protection of citizens’ constitutional
rights. The first law originated in a Senate bill cosponsored by Simón Lázara
and Dante Caputo (Ley 23,950, “Derogación del inciso 1º del artículo 5º de la
Ley Orgánica de la Policía Federal”). The bill said that the power of the police
to detain an individual for twenty-four hours with the sole purpose of investi-
gating his/her background is unconstitutional and not acceptable under a
democratic system of government. The second law also originated in the Sen-
ate, cosponsored by Victorio Biscotti and Miguel A. Toma (Ley 24,059, “Ley de
Seguridad Interior”). This law established a coordinated (interagency) system
of internal security committed to respecting constitutional guarantees and the
individual rights of citizens.

51. Half of the approved democratic bills had been submitted by the execu-
tive.

52. It is important to note that, in the years before this decision, many civil-
ian deaths occurred inside police stations, while the victim was under arrest for
violating an edict.

53. In May 2002, Congress passed a bill (proposed by the executive) that in-
troduced an important modification into the penal process code: the murder of
a member of the security forces (police and penitentiary forces, as well as Pre-
fectura and Gendarmería) carries an automatic life sentence. This law was
widely criticized by scholars, lawyers, and human and civil rights groups
(Clarín.com 2002b; Baigún 2002).

54. In her study of the human rights movement of the 1970s and 1980s, Brysk
(1994) also found that this movement had a limited impact on institutions. She
argued that probably the most permanent legacy of the old-line human rights
movement was “outside the state, in the creation of citizens” (pp. 121–22, 136,
138, 152, 161–62).

55. Conceptually, this analysis draws from Rutherford 1993.
56. Indeed, the protest movement that emerged in Argentina in the early

250 Notes to Chapter 4



2000s was fueled by anger and frustration, showing a negativity toward a per-
ceived common enemy—the political class—and in a broader sense, the “ruling
class,” including union bosses, business leaders, and other groups seen as re-
sponsible for the crisis. The political parties, and particularly the politicians,
were the central target of people’s ire.

chapter 5

1. Drawing from Knack and Keefer (1997), my sample includes the following
countries: (1) “first- and second-wave” democracies: Australia, Austria, Bel-
gium, Great Britain, Canada, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Iceland, Ire-
land, Italy, Japan, Netherlands, Norway, Sweden, Switzerland, and the United
States; (2) “third-wave” democracies: Argentina, Brazil, Chile, India, Mexico,
Portugal, South Korea, South Africa, Spain, and Turkey. I have dropped Nige-
ria from Knack and Keefer’s original sample. For an explanation of why India
is classified as a “third-wave” democracy, see Huntington 1991: 23.

2. The following are the twelve indicators used by Putnam (1993) in his in-
dex of institutional performance: 1. cabinet stability; 2. budget promptness; 3.
statistical and information services; 4. reform legislation; 5. legislative innova-
tion; 6. day care centers; 7. family clinics; 8. industrial policy instruments; 9.
agricultural spending capacity; 10. local health unit expenditures; 11. housing
and urban development; 12. bureaucratic responsiveness (pp. 65–73).

3. For a detailed description of sources, see Kaufmann, Kraay, and Zoido-Lo-
batón 1999b: appendix 1.

4. Data were drawn from the following sources: Business Environment Risk
Intelligence; Economist Intelligence Unit; European Bank for Reconstruction
and Development; Freedom House; Gallup International; Institute for Manage-
ment Development; Political Economic Risk Consultancy; Political Risk Ser-
vices; Standard and Poor’s DRI/McGraw-Hill; Wall Street Journal; World
Bank; and World Economic Forum. For an explanation of the methodology uti-
lized to construct these indices, see Kaufmann, Kraay, and Zoido-Lobatón
1999a. For an example of a study employing these measures of institutional
quality, see Inter-American Development Bank 2000: 23–26. Following Knack
and Keefer (1997), the measures of institutional quality are made subsequent to
my measures of trust (pp. 1259–60, 1267).

5. The “rule of law” indicator developed by Kaufmann and colleagues
(1999a; 1999b) is focused on the institutional level and measures only some as-
pects of horizontal accountability. Still, it offers a useful indicator to account for
this fundamental dimension of democracy.

6. See, for instance, the criticisms raised by Cohen 1999; Newton 1997; Foley
and Edwards 1997a; 1997b.

7. These data are drawn from the World Values Surveys (WVS). See Inglehart
1990; 1997; Knack and Keefer 1997; Inglehart, Basañez, and Moreno 1998. Data
collection in the WVS was designed to enable cross-national comparisons. See
Inglehart 1997: 348–50; Inglehart and Carballo 1997: 34–46.
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8. WVS data. The indicator’s mean value for my sample is .694 and the stan-
dard deviation is .202 (N = 27, no data for Switzerland).

9. WVS data. This is one of the traditional interpersonal trust measures. The
indicator of social trust is the percentage of respondents in each country an-
swering that “most people can be trusted.”

10. See Deininger and Squire 1996 for a description of the data and sources
for individual countries.

11. Social polarization (along class and ethnic lines) has been linked to poor
macroeconomic performance (such as inflation) and ambivalent property
rights (Knack and Keefer 1997: 1266–67). See Keefer and Knack 1995. As for its
political impact, social polarization has been associated, for instance, with
strain and hostility (in societies segmented along ethnic lines) and low levels of
citizen autonomy and efficacy (in highly unequal societies) (Lijphart 1977: 88;
Vilas 1997: 58).

12. Like Knack and Keefer 1997, I followed Barro 1991 in the selection and
measurement of the variables that control for education, namely, the percentage
of eligible students over 15 years old who completed primary school in 1970

and the percentage of eligible students over 15 years old who completed sec-
ondary school in 1980 (Barro and Lee, dataset on educational attainment, 1960–
90). My other control variable—GDP per capita—was measured for the same
period as the institutional quality indicators (1997–98) (Euromonitor Interna-
tional, World Economic Factbook 1999–2000).

13. India and Turkey are missing data on group membership.
14. “Olsonian” groups include trade unions, political parties or groups, and

professional associations. “Putnamesque” groups include religious or church
organizations, education/cultural groups, and youth organizations. As Foley
and Edwards (1999) acknowledge in a survey of forty-five recent studies on so-
cial capital, the idea to investigate the differences between “Olsonian” and
“Putnamesque” groups is an original attempt “to test the conflicting claims that
associational participation promotes trust and cooperative habits (Putnam) or
harmful rent-seeking behavior (Olson)” (p. 169 n. 1).

15. As equations 7 and 8 show, the impact of GDP per capita shows a posi-
tive and significant association between national wealth and institutions that
sustain the rule of law.

16. There is a positive relationship between social trust and the measures of
institutional quality in the cross-national sample. The simple and partial (con-
trolling for GDP per capita) correlations between social trust and the institu-
tional quality variables are the following: voice (.72; .43); government effective-
ness (.71; .40); control of corruption (.73; .44); and rule of law (.75; .45). Patricia
Bayer Richard and John Booth (2000) have argued that political institutions
“construct and constrain” the production of social capital, leading to a pattern
of interaction in which institutions and attitudes/norms shape each other over
time. Rothstein (1998a) advanced the idea that “institutions give rise to certain
interests and norms, which in turn reinforce or undermine the original institu-
tions” (p. 135). Since the data on institutional quality are measured subsequent
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to the measures of trust, I cannot test the cross-national impact of institutional
quality on social trust. As data become available, this will be an interesting
question for future research.

17. Social trust is not a predictor of civic engagement either (measuring civic
engagement both as group membership and as political engagement). For an
interesting analysis of the relationship between social trust and civic engage-
ment (focused on the United States), see Uslaner 2000–2001: 575–79.

18. OLS regression analysis. Iceland is missing data on income inequality
(Gini coefficient).

19. There are strong reasons to believe that there are measurement problems
that impair the effectiveness of this indicator. One possibility is that the meas-
ure fails to capture ingrained patterns of discrimination in some nations, which
are not easily uncovered by this type of measure. Evidence of this problem
could be found in the case of Argentina, whose high score—91 out of a maxi-
mum of 100—suggests that the index does not capture widespread patterns of
discrimination documented by ethnographic studies (see the discussion of dis-
crimination in Argentina in Chapter 3).

20. The figures on income distribution and social trust in Scandinavia are as
follows. Income distribution: for the lowest 20 percent of the population, 9.6
percent in Denmark and Sweden, and 10 percent in Norway and Finland; for
the highest 20 percent, 34.5 in Denmark and Sweden, 35.3 in Norway, and 35.8
in Finland (World Bank 2000a). Average social trust scores: Finland: 46.9; Swe-
den: 56.6; Denmark: 57.7 (WVS). Data for Brazil are from World Bank 1997 and
WVS.

21. Data are drawn from WVS 1990–93, as reported in Inglehart, Basañez,
and Moreno 1998.

22. It is interesting to observe that the percentage differences are larger in
first- and second-wave democracies than in third-wave democracies. In more
egalitarian nations, those at the bottom of the socioeconomic scale seem to feel
more dissociated from the rest of society.

23. Employing WVS data, I found patterns similar to those shown in Table
5.5 when examining people’s sense of political efficacy across socioeconomic
cleavages. Less-educated and lower-income respondents were more likely to
feel helpless if the government passed an unjust law than those with higher lev-
els of education and income.

24. They define democracy in a procedural way as “a regime in which gov-
ernmental offices are filled as a consequence of contested elections” (Prze-
worski et al. 1997: 305–6). See also Przeworski et al. 2000: esp. 117–22; Welzel
and Inglehart 1999.

25. Other surveys in the 1990s (e.g., in Rio de Janeiro) showed that only a
small proportion of the population believed that all citizens are equal before the
law in Brazil (Fry 1999: 188).

26. I have modeled the rule-of-law index with income inequality (Gini), GDP
per capita, and the education variables as predictors. The results show that in-
come inequality is a strong predictor of the rule of law. The results of the OLS
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regression analysis are the following (standardized beta coefficients): income
inequality = -.424 (p ≤ .01); GDP per capita = .591 (p ≤ .001); primary school = 
-.142 (not statistically significant); secondary school = .053 (not significant). R2

is .801. For sources, see Figure 5.1.
27. In addition, as shown earlier (Table 5.1), national wealth (GDP per capita)

is a strong predictor of an effective rule of law at the level of institutions.
28. The outlier on the top right side of the graph is Chile. This country stands

apart as a case of high institutional quality in the rule-of-law dimension relative
to a high level of economic inequality. It is likely that a legalistic tradition and a
political leadership committed to respecting the law have contributed to
strengthening the rule-of-law dimension of Chile’s new democracy. See
Schamis 2002: chap. 4.

chapter 6

1. The Catholic Church was an important actor in this setting (de Waal 2000:
52).

2. The case of Kenya is especially relevant for understanding regime change
in which elites dominate the political arena by force—for instance, by using the
military as proxy—or by altering the rules of the game in their favor when the
political system gradually opens up to political competition.

3. See Sparrow 1992 for the theoretical implications of this analysis.
4. For a definition of the term “participatory publics,” see Avritzer 2002a:

136.
5. The Workers’ Party (PT) in Brazil and, primarily, the Democratic Revolu-

tionary Party (PRD) in Mexico.
6. It is important to mention that, in the case of housing, the market—that is,

high real estate prices—played a vital role in ensuring the survival of racial seg-
regation after legal devices were dismantled. The phenomenon of gated com-
munities discussed in Chapter 2 is relevant in this respect.

7. Formal mechanisms to prevent abuse by state agents (and to seek redress
for arbitrary actions) can facilitate associational strength, social capital forma-
tion, and the development of norms and behaviors that enhance democratic
practices (Richard and Booth 2000: 237). For a discussion of strategies of state
involvement in the promotion of a democratic civil society—from economic
stimuli to regulatory mechanisms and collective bargaining—see Warren 2001:
216–20.

8. Decentralization of authority, power, and resources should be comple-
mented with institutional building in the sphere of the rule of law at the local
and regional levels for decentralization to result in a generally more responsive,
accountable, and transparent state. See Selee 2003.

9. While these trends reflect the influence of the state in the Norwegian vol-
untary sector, changes within the organizations have helped to shape their re-
lationship with the state. As neoliberal ideas gained more acceptance, the vol-
untary sector has started to pay more attention to the private sector and to the
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possibility of hybrid-organizations involving semiprofessional volunteerism
(voluntary and paid positions) to offer services to its members or the state (Selle
1999: 152–54, 157).

10. According to figures from the Pan American Health Organization. For
homicide rates in Latin America, see http://www.paho.org/English/HCP/
HCN/VIO/violence-graphs.htm.

11. On the emergence of the Palestinian Islamist “arsenal of believers,” see
Hassan 2001. A suicide operation promotes a wealth of activity that strengthens
social ties in the community. The “martyr” is honored in festivities, sermons,
posters, videos, songs, graffiti, reenactments, and other activities that bring peo-
ple together and reinforce their shared beliefs.

12. On global activism in areas such as human rights, violence against
women, and the environment, see Keck and Sikkink 1998.

13. The differential access to rights is expressed, for instance, in dispropor-
tionate exposure to health risks (as a result of environmental deprivation in cer-
tain areas), extremely weak judicial guarantees, or systematic exposure to arbi-
trary police violence for some sectors of the population in democratic systems
that sustain fairly effective political rights for all citizens (the right to vote, for
example).

14. Let me clarify three points. First, my definition of “relational settings” is
slightly different from that of Somers (1993: 595). Second, the operationalization
of the concept of fields of citizenship is likely to yield, within a country, differ-
ent spatial zones expressing degrees of effectiveness in the rights of social
groups. It is interesting to note that O’Donnell (1993) has outlined the idea of
mapping the geographical variation of the rule of law (actually, only the pres-
ence of the state-as-law) across the national territory. Finally, I have mentioned
factors at the level of the nation-state, but international and transnational forces
are also critical for the constitution of citizenship rights. The formation of fields
of citizenship is shaped by the various ways in which “components of global-
ization are embedded in particular locations within national territories” (Sassen
1999: 186).
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