Civil Society And Social Theory

Andrew Arate and Jean Cohen

REpIiscovErING CIVIL SOCIETY

The aim of this essay is to vindicate a seb of concepis which have been
revived by contemporary social movements to articulate their projects of
democratization, but which are open ¢o the charge of being used merely
ideologically, in order to promote certain forme of mobitization. In par-
ticular, we want to srgue that the concept of civil society is more than a
mere slogan. Indeed, if properly reconstructed, the concept can resolve
several theoretical and practical problems confronied by contemporary
analysis and social actors. We intend to show, moreover, that a recon-
structed concept of civil society can clanfy the possibilities and limits
of projects for further democratizing formally democratic societies.

Social movements in the East and the West, the North and the South
have come to rely on various interesting, albeit eclectic syntheses inher-
ited from the history of the concept of civil society.’ They presuppose (in
different combinations) something like the Gramscian tripartite frame-
work of civil society, state and economy, while preserving key aspects
of the Marxian critique of bourgeois society. But they have alsc inte-
grated liberal claims on behalf of individusl rights, the stress of Hegel,
Tocqueville and others on societal plurality, the emphasis of Durkheim
on the component of social solidarity, and the defense of the public
sphere and political participation stressed by Hobermas and Arendt,?

We intend to demonstrate the plausibility of a modern concept of
civil society in light of these developients, despite what many analysis
from Schimitt and Lohmann to Arendt and Koselleck have rightly shown
to be the difficulties of applying any of the inherited versions of the con-
cept to contemporary institutions and forms of action.® Moreover, we
shall show that our reconstruciion can yield an immeanent, self-limiting
utopia of democratization, without which the projecis of social move-
ments cannot avold & sclf-destrucling fundamentalism at best.
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notwithstanding, by contemporary collective actors.

Habermas’s thesis that there are fwe subsystems differentiated oud
from the life-world implies a model that corresponds to & tri-partite
framework of the Gramscian type. One can, without much difficulty,
identify the state and the economy with the two media-steered subsys-
tems. The concept of system integration is a good first approximation
of the mechanisms by which the capitalist economy and the modern
bureaucratic administration coordinate aciion. Moreover, the concept
of the social integration of a life-world through the interpretive under-
standing of a normatively secured, communicaiively reproduced con-
sensus ocutlines at least the space in which a hermenentically derived
concept of civil society can be located. Yet it is not self-evident that
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the concept of the life-world can be translated into that of civil society.
On the contrary, these concepts seem to operate on two very different
categorical levels.

Nevertheless, Habermas’s concept of the life-world has two distinct
dimensions which, if adequately differentiated and clarified, allow us to
pinpoint the exact place of civil society within the overall framework.”
On the one hand, the life-world refers to the reservoir of implicitly
known traditions and taken-for-granted background assumptions which
are embedded in language and culture, and drawn upon by individuals
in their everyday lives. On the other hand, the life-world, according to
Habermas, has three distinct structural components: “culture”, “soci-
ety” and “personality”. To the degree to which actors mutually under-
stand and agree on their situation, they share a cultural tradition. Inso-
far as they coordinate their action through inter-subjectively recognized
norms, they act as members of a sclidary social group. As individuals
grow up within a cultural tradition and participate in group life, they
internalize value orientations, acquire generalized action competencies,
and develop individual and social identities. The reproduction of both
dimensions for the life-world involves communicative processes of cul-
tural transmission, social integration, and socialization. But—ithis is
the main point for us —the structural differentiation of the life-world
{(an aspect of the modernization process) occurs through the emergence
of ingtitutions specialized in the repreduction of traditions, sclidarities
and identities. It is this institutional dimension of the life-worid that
best corresponds toc our concept of civil society.

Of course, every society develops institutions which assure the trans-
mission of culture, integration and socizlization. Civil societies, what-
ever their form, presuppose 2 juridical structure, a constitution, that
articulates the principles underlying tieir internal organization. Within
the context of a modernized life-world (see below), however, civil society
exists only where there is a juridical gnarantee of the reproduction of
the various spheres in the form of sefs of righis. Why? The differen-
tiation of the modern state and the capiialist economy is not only a
complementary condition of the structures of a modernized life-world,
The power and expansion of these spheres or subsystems zlsc make
the structures of this modern life-world singularly unstable and precar-
ious. While the uncoupling of state and economy from the life-world is
the pre-condition of that unburdening from constrainis of time without
which communicative action coordination is impossible, their logic can
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penetrate and distort the reproduction of cultural, social and socializ-
ing institutions. These institutions can be siabilized only on the basis
of new forms of jundification, i.e., righis, which constitute the terrain
of civil society, when accompanied by an appropriately modern form
of political culture that valorizes socistal self-organization and publie-
ity. In this context, we can isolate three complexea of rights: those
concernipg cultural reproduction {frecdoms of thought, press, speech,
communieation}; those insuring social integration {freedom of sssocia-
tion, assembly); and those securing sccializaiion (proteciion of privacy,
intimacy, inviclability of the person). For the morent, we are not con-
cerned with the relationship of these complexes with other rights whick
mediate between civil society sud sither the capitslist economy {rights
of property, coniract, labour} or the modern bureaucraiic staie {political
rights of citizens, welfare rights of clients).

To be sure, the discourse of rights has been accused of being purely
ideological and, even worse, the carrier of statist penetration and control
of populations. The classical Marxian objection is that formal righte are
merely the ideological reflex of capitalist property and exchange rela-
tions. And yei, clearly only some rights have an individualist structure
and not all of them can be reduced to property righte. The typically an-
archist objection (raised by Foucault) is that rights are simply the prod-
uct of the will of the sovereign state, articulated through the medium of
positive law and facilitating the surveillance of all aspects of society. No
one can bind the state to respect its own legality; whensever it does sg,
its own interests must require it. But, while the state is the agency of
the legalization of rights, it i1s neither their source nor the basis of their
validity. Rights begin as claims asserted by groups and individuals in
the public spaces of an emerging civil society. They can be gnaranteed
by positive law but are not equivalent to law nor derivable from it; in
the domain of rights, law secures and stabilizes what has been achieved
autonomously by social actors in society. Universal rights, then, must
be seen as the organizing principle of 2 modern civil society whose most
dynamic institution is its public sphere,

Here we can only sunrmarize the theoretical gains from reconstruct-
ing the concept of civil society through the use of the concept of a
life-world differentiated from the economic and state systems. We shall
do so in four short points.
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1. Beyond Traditional Civil Society

Habermas’s concept of the life-world allows for a conceptualization
of civil society that iz not equal to the global framework of the civil
systern. Civil society is & dimension of the life-world, institutionally
secured by rights and, of course, distinct from, but presupposing, the
differentiated spheres of econcmy and state. Moreover, the thesis of the
modernization of the life-world points beyond those interpretations that
either make unscceplable concessions to the traditional version of civil
society {Hegel, Parsons) or reduse it to a pursly individualistic, priva-
tized and/or class version of capitalist or bourgeois society (liberalism,
Marx).® A modernized life-world involves the communicative opening
up of the sacred core of traditions, norms and anthority to procesaes of
questicning and discursive adjudication. It entails the replacement of a
conventionally-based normative consensus by one $hat is reflexive, posi-
conventionsl, and grounded in open processes of communication. Thus,
when linked to the concept of the life-world, the paradigm of communi-
cation does not construe modernization as equivalent to the dissolution
of all tradition, only of a {radilicnalistic relationship {o iradition. In
uncovering the communicative infrastructure and rationality potential
of the life-worid, Habermas moreover, provides the theoretical tools for
showing that the dissolution of traditional forms of solidarity or author-
ity need not result automatically in the emergence of a one-dimensional
society pervaded only by strategically acting individuals devoid of re-
sources for autonomous sclidarity or meaning. On the contrary, the
modernization of the life world and of civil society constitutes the cul-
tural and institutional precondition for the emergence of rational and
solidary collective identities and autonomous actors who develop the
capacity o, and responsibility for interpreting and lending significance.

The dualistic social theory of Habermas thus provides an answer
tc both Parsons and Luhmann. The communicative rationalization of
the life-world implics that a gemeinschafiliche coordination of social
action (normative action based on unquestioned standards—Parsons)
can have modern substitutes. Thie insight allows Habermas to turn the
Parsonian concept of “societal community” {or civil society) away from
its strategic pole of interpretation {based on the notion of influence
a8 the steering mechanism), while pubting ils iraditionalisi pole into
the context of the possible modernization of tradition itself.? A new,
reflexive relation fo tradition becomes conceivable. Fqually important,
the differentiation of the componenis of the life-world implies the end of
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unified corporate organization of society and the dissolusion of an all
cncomnpassing ethos or Sittlichked!, without destroying the possibility or
need for social inte g_,ro,tnon {L *mmunn).m

o

Such reflexive and critical rewntions to tradition pr “snppose cul-
tural modernizgstion: E,‘V Gifferent iatéfm of the cultural spheres into
sete of institulions specialized around cognitive-instrumen f-:a!, sesthetic-
expressive and m@temi-“}ramzc@}. vaives aW@bw} Cultural modernization
in thia sense makes possible the development of post-traditional, post-
convertional e hé,arza.n and democratic forms of association, publicity,
solidarity and ééemity, In civil sorietics situated in a modemgz«.a world,
a phurality of actors can rely om homzsn of mmﬁaﬂ} nresupposed
mesnings aad normse and participate, if need be, in their redefinition
or renegoiiation. Only on such a ¢u Pmmﬁ basgis is the rupﬁw*emms of a
traditional by & post-traditional civil society conzeivable,

2. The Negativity of Modern Civil Socisty

it goes without saying that Habermss by no means maintaing that
these potentials of cultural modernity, or civil society, have anywhere
beer adequately realized. Modernizaiion in the West has proceeded
according to a selective pafiern thai distorted the potentials of civil
sm‘@ty 11 Indesd, ihe contrast he draws between a potentially non-
ective and actually selective pattern of modernization allows him to
cembme the diameteically opposed assessments of contemporary civil so-
ciety {eg. the positions of Parsonz and Foucault) s aliernatives within
modernity. In more concrete terms, Haberinas maintaing that the ratio-
nalization of the life-world with respect to the realization of cultural po-
tentials in the zesthetic and moral/practical domasins has been blocked
to a significant extent. The rationslization of the economic and adminis-
trative subsystems and the preponderant weight given to their reproduc-
tive limperatives has proceeded at the ezpense of the rationalization of
civil society. The resuliing gap between the expert cultures involved in
the differentiated value spheres of scientific knowledge, art and morality,
and the gemeral public leads to the cultural impoverishmem of a life-
world whose iraditional substance has been eroded. However, contrary
to the all-too-popular Weberian thesis,!? it is not culivral “nodemziy,
per se, buif tis selective insi W?Biﬂﬂﬂﬁiﬂ”ﬂilﬂ?& and resuliing celiurel impov-
erishment ihat is prodlematic,

The one-sided insiituticnalization of the cognitive-instrumental po-
tential of celtural rationalization (initially in scientific communities, and
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later in the two subsystems) further prepares the ground for the pene-
tration of the media of money and power into action areas of civil so-
ciety which require integration through communicative processes. Act-
ing subjects become subordinated o the imperatives of apparatuses
which have become autonomous and substitutes for communicative in-
teraction. But the distinciion between systemn and life-world, between
state, economy and civil society, allows Habermas to show that i is not
the emergence of diffeventiaied polilical and econemic subsysiems and
their tnternal coordination through sysiem inlegralion that produces the
“loss of freedom”, bui, rather, the penciralion of en aiready modern-
ized life-world by their logic ond selective patiern of institutionalizeiion.
Habermas calls this penetration the “reification” or “colonization” of
the life-world.

The discussion of the negative dimension of a selectively rational-
ized, partly colonized and insafficiently modern civil society implies
that the existing version of civil society is only one logically possible
path of institntionalizing the potentials of cultural modernity.!® At is-
sue is not mevely the fact of differentiation, but the relation between the
terms of the system/life-world model. Societal modernization elways in-
volves the replacement of some aspects of social integration by system
integratior.!? But Habermas distinguishes between the effects of the
differentiation of the subsystems out of a traditsonelly siruciured life-
world, and those resulting from the penetration of sieering mechanisms
into a life world that has begun {0 modernize.

In the first case, the cost of capitalist and/or statist forms of modern-
ization is the destruction of traditional forms of life and the development
of economic and political institutions pervaded by domination.

Buat the gain, in addition to relative economic and administrative
efficiency, is the opening of the life-world to modernization and the cre-
ation of a posi-conventional culture of civil society. As indicated earlier,
modernization involves not only the emergence of the economic and ad-
ministrative subsystems, but alzc developments within the cultural and
societal levels of the life-world. Indeed, the two processes presuppose
each other. The life-world conld net be modernized without the straiegic
unburdening of communicative action-coordination by the development
of the two subsystems. In turn, they reguire institutional anchoring
in a life-world that remains symbolically structured, communicatively
coordinated, at least partly modernized, and socially integrated (pace
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Lubmann}. On the simplest leve!, the subject of privaie and public law
is needed by an economy coordinated through money exchanges and
a state administration organized through bureaucratically structured
power relations. Thie “subject” can emerge only if the requisite cogni-
tive and moral competencies and institutional structures are available in
the life-world.'® Without these developments, a “fully modern”, post-
traditional—universalist, egalitarian and democratic—coordination of
civil society would be impossible.

This develupment is evident in the relationship between the public
and private spheres of a modernizing civil society, and the economy and
state. Habermas maintains that the life-world reacts in 2 “characteristic
way” to the emergence of the two subsystems out of its societal com-
ponent. “In civil society, socially integrated spheres of action become
formed into a public and private sphere, in opposition to the system-
integrated action spheres of economy and state, which are related to
each other in & complementary manner”.'® The nuclear family, special-
ized in socialization, is the instituiional core of the privaie sphere. These
institutions {acilitate the emergence of a public composed of private in-
dividuals able to enjoy culture and to develop public opinion necessary
for their participation as associzted individuals in socia! integration and,
as citizens, in political life. Thus, to a certain extent, the internal differ-
entiation of the institutions of civil society matches the differentiation
of the two subsystems of economy and state.

In the case of the colonization of the life-world, the cost is the under-
mining of the communicative practice of an already (partly) modernized
life-world and the blocking of the {further) modernization of civil society.
It is a real question whether one can continue to consider unambiguous
the gains (such as state-guaranieed security) in such a combext. For
institutions specialized in socialization, social integration and cultural
transmission are increasingly functionalized to serve the imperatives of
the uncontrelled and expanding subsystems. As the communicative co-
ordination of action is replaced by the media of money and power, there
will be more and more pathological consequences.'”

The advantage of this {framework over dichotomous models 1s that
it allows for clarification of the structural interrelations among the key
terms by severing the ideclogical one-to-one correlation of civil society
with the private sphere {(understood as the economy} and the state with
the public. Insiazd, the three-part model yields {wo sets of public and
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private dichctiomies: one at the level of the subsysteme (state/economy),
one at the level of civil society (public opinion formation/family).'®

The four dimensions of the system/life-world disiinction are related
through a series of “exchanges” made possible by the institutionaliza-
tion of the media of money and power. Thiz feamework thus enables one
to clearly distinguish between, for example, the instituiions of one pri-
vate sphere that are coordinated communicatively {family or friendship
relations) and those of a different ome that are coordinated primarily
through steering mechanisims {the econorny).’® The same holds true for
the two analytically distinct “public” spheres. Accordingly, one can be-
gin to conceptualize processes of deprivatization thai do not ipse facis
involve statization. One can also fnd an snswer here to the fusion ar-
gument (Schmitt), by showing that state intervention in the economy
does not necessarily entail the absorption or abolition of an zutonomous
civil society.

Finally, on the basis of this tripartite framework, Foucault’s version
of modernization can be put intc ils proper perspective. The colo-
nization thesis, in short, provides a cogent theorefical account of the
“negaiivity” of modern civil society described so penetratingly by Fou-
cault, without confusing the negative side for the whole. For example,
if, as is the case in late-capitalisi welfare state sysiems, the subsystems
penetrate the private sphere of the family and subordinate it to their
imperaiives, the role of the dependent consumer (with respect o eco-
nomic requirementis) comes to predominate over the roles of worker and
autonomous femily member or actor in civil society. I (with respect
to administrative requirements of loysaliy) system imperatives penetrate
the public sphere, then the cifizen role becomes fragmented and neutral-
ized, with the result ihat the burden of depoliticization must be borne
by an overinfiated client role rooted in the privaie sphere. (The exple-
sion of entitleinents claims and the “ungovernability thesis” have their
locus here.} These structural transformations in the public and private
spheres of civil society account for the pathological and reifying versions
of individuality, privacy and citizenship in a selectively institutionalized,
colonized modernity.

Habermas concretizes his analysie of the negativily of contemporary
developments in his discussion of welfare state social policy, which is
seen to involve the administiative penetration (through juridification)
of areas of civil society previously exempt from such interference.?® The
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monetization and bureancratizaiion of social relations in civil society
is 5 highly ambivalent process; while it creates a set of social rights
and securities, it does this at the cost of (8) creating a new range of
dependencies znd {b) destroying existing solidarities and capacities for
self-help and the communicative resclution of problems by actors them-
selves. For example, the administrative handling of care for the aged, of
inter-familial relations, and of conflicis around schocling involves pro-
cesses of burezucralizalion snd individualization thet define the client
solely as a strategic actor with specific private interests that can be dealt
with on a one-jo-one basis. Bui this involves & viclent and painful ab-
straction of individuals from an exisiing social situation, damage to their
self-esteem and io interpersomal relations. Monrelizaiton of these areas
of life also has negative consequences. Hetirement paviments cannod
compensale for the sense of purpose in life and self-esteem of an elderly
individual who has been forced cut of a job because of age. Finslly, the
therapeuiization of everyday life fosiered by the social services of welfare
agencies contradicts the very goal of therapy—to achieve the autonomy
znd empowerment of the patieni. As soon as administratively-based
professionals claim expertise and exercise the legal power to enforce
their claims, a cycle of dependency is created between She palient-client
and the apparatus.

The dilemma in each case comnsisis in the fact thai welfare state in-
tervention in the name of serving the needs of civil society fosters its
disintegration end blocks ite further zationalization. Foucault’s descrip-
tion of the techmniques of surveiilance, individualization, discipline and
control is thus explicitly accommodated in Habermas’s analysis. Never-
theless, despite sppearances, Habsrmas does not rejoin the Foucaultian
(or, for that matter, the neo-conservative} critique of the welfare state.
For him, legality, normativity, publicity, legitimacy, rights are not only
the carriers or veils of disciplinary mechanisms. The colonization thesis
accounts enly for the negativity of modern civil socieiy. From the stand-
poiné of the system/life-world diséinciion, Habermas e able to point to
the fwo-sided chevacier of institutional developments in contemporary
civil society, thereby revealing his framework to be the wider one. In-
deed, with respect o ihe institutional analysis provided in Theory of
Communicelive Aclion, we want to argue that Habermas has taken a
major step forward compared with his earlier formulations by providing
room for an analysis of the dualistic character of some, although not all,
of the core components of civil society.?! And yet we will show that the
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institutional description is incompleie, and that the theoretical fraine-
work, in one key respect, is flawed.

3. The Institutional Doubleness and Alternatives of Civil Society

Despite the potentizls for colonization in the contemporary situa-
tion, the whole of civil society cannot be reduced io its negativity. The
institutions of a modernized life-world have resources of their own. So-
cialization ir modern civil society leaves greater scope for the formation
of post-conventional personality types. Modernized cultursl forms set in
motion discursive practices and expectations that cannot be kept away
entirely from everyday life through selective institutionalization. As
agsociations are transformed into bureaucratic organizations, new egal-
itarian and democratic associationel forms tend to emerge. Moreover,
blockages in the modernization of the life-world due to colonization are
counterproductive also for the modern state and economy (loss of legit-
imacy, reduction of work ethic, etc.}). To be sure, the net result of these
trends has not been the reversal of reification. Instead, what recmerges
is a dualistic structure of the institutions of civil society that yields a
series of alternative poteniials of further development.

Habermas assesses the doublenesa of the institutions of contempo-
rary civil society in the domains of legality, political and cultural pub-
licity, and the family. First, in the domain of legalization, there is the
alternative of law functioning solely as a medium, as a vehicle for the
penetration of the life-world by money and power, or as an insfifution
that secures and formalizes the normative accomplishments of the life-
world. The development of legality up to the contemporary democratic
welfare state involves both the medernization of civil scciety, its protec-
tion through rights, and its penetration by adminisirative agencies. It
is in this double nature of law that one must locate the ambiguous char-
acter of the contemporary juridification of society. As a “medium”, law
functions as an organizational means, together with money and power,
of constituting the structures of economy and administration such that
they can be coordinated independently of direct communication. As
an instituiion, on the other hand, law is “a social component of the
life-world itself .. .on a continuum with ethical norme and communica-
tively formed spheres of action”.?? Juridification in this sense plays 2
regulative rather than a constitutive role, serving {o expand and give a
binding form to communicatively coordinated spheres of action. This
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empowering dimension of legal regulation conflicts with the authoritaz-
ian dimension of bureaucratic intervention carried by legalization itself.
In this regard, Foucaunlt’s error is to have focused exclusively on the
role of law, and even rights, as » medium, while dismissing its freedom-
gecuring, empowering institutional moment es mere show. Coutrary
to Foucault, to reinforee the legalization of civil soclety in the second
sense would invclive stressing the regulative role of law and securing
an autonomouns, seif-regulating, vet universalisiic civil society, without
increasing administrative penetration.

The institutional developments in the political and cultural public
spheres and in the modern family sre similarly dualistic. The principles
of democratic legitimacy and representation imply the free discussion of
all interests within the institutionalized public sphere {(parliament}) and
the primacy of the life-world with respect to the two subsystems. But
the uncoupling of the centralized public sphere from genuine participa-
tion leads to the exclusion of a wide range of interests and issues from
general discussion. On the other hand, as the ambiguous welfare state
policies reveal, the pressures of the life-world cannot simply be ignored
by representative systemns even in their present highly selective form of
functioning. Here the positive option (which Habermas himself does not
focus on) would be the further democratization of formal democracy.??

In the domain of what used to be the literary public sphere, one
cannot simply construe the development of the mass media as a purely
negative sign of the commodification or administrative distortion of
communication. To be sure, the possibility of social control increases
with the top-to-botiom, centre-io-periphery model of mass communica-
tions. Yet, geveralized forms of communication deprovincialize, expand
and create new publice. Moreover, the technical development of the
electronic media does not necessarily lead to centralization—as is now
evident, it can involve, horizontal, creative and autonomous forms of
media pluralisin. Here, then, the alicrnatives are between the manipu-
lative logic of the culture industry and the emergence of counter-publics
and counter-culiures sble to make ues of the new media of communica-
tion in non-hierarchical ways.

Last, but hardly least, Habermas challenges the old Frankfurt school
thesis {which he used to shsre) that the assumpiion of socialization by
the schools and the mass media and the erosion of the property-based,
middle class, patrisrchal family desiroys both the father’s suthority
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and the ego-autonomy of the children. From the standpoint of the
system/life-world distinction, the picture looks rather different. The
freeing of the family from certain sconomic functions and the diversifi-
cation of socialization agencies create the potential for egalitarian, inter-
familial relations and liberalized socialization processes. The potential
for communicative interaction in this sphere is thereby released. Of
course, new soris of conflicts and even pathologies do appear when these
potentiais are blocked. If the demands of the formally organized sub-
systems, in which adults must participate, conflict with the capacities
and expectztions of those who have experienced the emancipatory so-
cialization processes, severe sirains cccur. The imstituiional alternatives
immanent in the family thus involve either its furiher replacement by
other, functionalized socialization instances, or ite re-traditionalization,
or the substituiion of egalitarian for patriarchal inter-familiar relations,
complemented by liberalized socialization processes.

We would like to add to Habermas’s own list of alternatives within
civil society the dual possibilities inherent in modern associational life.
On the one side, the reduction. of associational life to formal, bureau-
cratic and closed organizations {corporatist systems}, on the other, the
revitalization of voluntary associations through internally democratic,
open and public forms of group life.?* In our view, indeed, the resclu-
tion of all the alternatives in question in a democratic direction depends
primarily on the cutcome of this last alternative.

4. The Utopia of Civil Society

In an age when totalizing revolutionary utopias have been discred-
ited, the dualistic model of civil society we have reconstructed avoids
“soulless” reformism by allowing us to thematize an immanent, self-
limiting, selfreflexive utopia of civil society. We can thereby link the
project of self-limiting, radical democracy toc some key institutionsi
premises of modernity. The slogan “society against the state” has often
been understood in & fundamentalist way to mean the generalization
of participatory democratic decision-making, as the coordinating prin-
ciple, to all spheres of social life; including the state and the economy.
Indeed, the ideal of free volumiary association, democratically struc-
tured and commaunicatively coordinated has always informed the utopia
of civil society, from Aristotle to Marx. Butl such 2 toializing “demo-
cratic” utopia threatens the very basis of modernity {differentiation,
efficiency). Moreover, it is not even desirable on & normative level, be-
cause it would involve such an overburdening of the democratic process,
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thereby discrediting it and opening it {o subversion by covert, unregu-
lated strategic action.

As opposed to this, the seli-limiting utopia of radical democracy
based on the dualistic model of civil society would open up “...the
utopian horizon of a civil society, in which the formally organized spheres
of action of the bourgeois {economy nnd state apparastus) constitute
the foundations for the post-traditional life-world of Uhomme (private
sphere) and cifoyen (public sphere)”.*® The institutions! anchoring of
this utopian conception is based on the consolidation of the modern
state and modern market economny, to which the hfe-world reacts in a
“characteristic way”.?® As indicated earlier, the carving out of a non-
state public sphere and a non-economic private sphere expresses both
this reaction and the need of the subsystems 0 secure institutional
grounding in & modern life-world.

To be sure, the atiempt to entirely functionalize public and private
spheres to serve the needs of state and economy began almost simulta-
neously with their emergence. Nevertheless, it is never fully successful;
the normative utopian claims of civil society are never dissclved fully.
The uiopian hovizen of civil sociely consists in the preservation of the
boundaries between the different subsystems and the life-world, along
with the influence of normative considerations, based on the reproduc-
tive imperatives of the life-world, over the formally crganized spheres of
action. Life-world contexts, freed from system imperatives, could then
be opened up to allow for the replacement, when relevant, of tradi-
tionally secured norms by communicatively achieved ones. Traditional
forms of social integration and solidarity (corporate communities) could
be replaced by =associationsl forras open in principle to communicative
{and democratic} coordination. Evpressed in terms of the potentials
of cuitural modernity, the utopian model of a post-traditional, modern
civil society would eniail the full rationalization of all the institutions
involved in the reproduction of culture {art, morality, science), their
autonomy from one another, and the enrichment of the communica-
tive practices of everyday life by these achievernents. The self-limiling
aspect of this utopia refers to the restriction of the communicative co-
ordination of action to the institubional core of civil society itself and,
thus, to sa indsrect influence on other spheres, instead of attempting
to totzlize this communicative organizing principle to all of society’s
steering mechanisms.
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Tur Pourtics OF CiviL SOCIETY

What is the potential for the dynamic realization of the positive al-
ternatives of civil society? It must be noted that Habermas’s analysis
of new social moverments in Theory of Communicaiive Actien does not
link them to the positive side of contemporary ¢ivil society. He focusses
only on $he defensive reactions o the pegative side of itg institutions.
Habermas thus interprets the new movements 28 a particulanistic and
defensive reaction to the penetration of the social life by the economy
and state. He does not see them playing any role in furthering the ra-
tionalization of the life-world, which in any case would alsoc imply an
offensive strategy. We believe that it is the absence of 2 key category
of civil society, that of assorciation, that leads Habermas to an implicit
acceptance of a breskdown model of the rise of social movements and
their resulting defensive strategy. Without a (revised) concept of vol-
untary association, both within the institutional analysis of civil society
and with respect to the dynamizs of social movemen? mobilization, col-
lective action can only appear as reactions to normative disintegration
or other types of dislocation accompanying modernization. The bases
of non-traditional solidarities both within and across groups cannot be
adequately understood, while the utopia of civil society loges its imma-
nence.

Only in his most recent political writings has Habermas begun to re-
vise this assessment and to link movements to the positive potentials of
the institutions of contemporary civil society. In a series of articles and
essays written between 1981-88, Habermas has recognized the offensive
side of social movements:?” their contestation of the negative aspects
and their role in the fulfillment of the positive potential of civil soci-
ety. Accordingly, the revival of the emancipatory promise of the early
modern public sphere is depicted in terms of a plurality of aseociations
oriented to the reconstruction of democratic public life on all societal
levels. Movements are construed as the dynamic factor in the creation
and expansion of public spaces in civil society. Finaily, Habermas (sev-
eral yvears after the most advanced East-central European formulations)
formulates & programme of self-limiting, radical democracy. His greatest
difficulty, however, is in consiructing a position thai would involve some
kind of control over the functionally diferentiated subsystems (state and
economy) even by democratized socictal associations and publics. It is
not at all clear, on thé basis of the system/life-world distinction, how
movements can accomplish anyihing more than the further developmen?
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of political culiure or new identities.

These difficulties bring us to the heart of our project of reconstruct-
ing, theoretically and practically, civil society. It ie our contention that
the translation of the relevaant dimensions of the life-world as “civil soci-
ety” is needed to make sense of the double political task of self-limiting,
radical democracy: the acquisition of influence by publics on the state
and economy, and the instilutionalization of the gains of movemenis
within the life-world. Three antivoniies express the difficully faced by
Habermas and ail those who would use his abstract theory for such a
project. First, there is an antinowmy within new social movements be-
fween “fundamentalisms of the great refusal” and “innovative combina-
tions of power and intelligent self-limitation”.?® The second amtinomy
is belween grass-roots asscciations in the life-world and organizations
capable of influencing state and economic systems, but only at the cost
of bureaucratization {i.e. penetration by the medium of power). The
third aniinomy exists between the social and the political, and between
the institutions of the life-world and those of the state and the economy,

Our distinctive political posibion is best presented in terms of an
sttemipt to provide a prelininary resolution of these antinomies, We
have already amply documented cur own view of the aatinomy in the
self-understanding and projects of contemporary movements.?® We have
also argued that a higher level of self-reflection, rooted in a dialogue be-
tween theory and it8 movement addressees, has the poiential of reinfore-
ing identities and strategies based on seif-limiting radical democracy. In
the case of an abstract theory suck as that of Habermas, the dialogue
requires a series of bridging concepis tike those offered by our theory of
civil society.

A more sericus issue is presented by the next two antinomies. How
can movements resist the Micheistan iron law of cligarchy? Would they
not themselves reproduce the organizaiional structures determined by
power and money the moment they aitempted to influence the subsys-
tems of state and economy? Can the movement’s form survive the step
over the boundaries of the hfe-world and influence struciures coordi-
nated through means other than porrsative or communicalive interac-
tion, without succumbing to the pressure for self-instrumentalization?
In short, can they move forward without giving up the life-world/system
distinction that seems to abandon the ultimately most powerful spheres
to system rationality?
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Here we can only address these questions briefly. If one focusses on
any given association or movement grouping, the Michelsian dilemma
seems unavoidable. Contemporary theories of social movements reflect
this; they seem to be divided between the stress on either organization
and strategy or on identity. Nevertheless, we think that the uncovering
of civil society as the deepest basie of the radical democratic challenge
helps resolve at leasi part of thie difficulty. Accordingly, we conceive of
the “victory” of movements not 28 the complete achievement of their
substantive goals or their self-perpetuation as movements but, rather, as
the democratization of the values, norms, snsislutisns, sociel ideniities
rooted ultimately in a political culture. [n this context, the category
of “rights” again becomes important. If one conceives the achicvement
of movements in terms of the institutionalization of rights (as we have
defined them), the disappearance of a social movement either becaunse
of its orgamnizational transformation or its absorpticn into newly created
cultural identities does not mezn the end of the context of the gen-
eration and constitution of social movements. The rights achieved by
movements not only stabilize the boundaries between life-world, state
and economy; they are also the conditions of poasibility of the emer-
gence of new associalions, assemblies and movements. The classical
rights achieved by the democratic revolution and the workers’ move-
ment have already funciioned in this way vis-a-vis later civil rights and
other movements. To be sure, practice and theory have yet to formm-
late the new rights appropriate to the current challenge to both the
state and economy by contemporary movements. The historical inven-
tory of rights gives little guidance here, precisely because, in the past,
movement chalienges were restricted {o either state or economy.

The achievernent of rights and the transformation of political cul-
ture do indicate how “thresholds of limitation” can be established to
block the colonization of the life-world. They do not help, however,
with the establishment of “sensors” capable of ndirectly influencing
the operation of the steering media.?® The third antinomy appears the
most intractable. Self-limiting radicalism is often inlerpreted to mean
the abandonment of all projects of democratization of the state or the
economy. In our view, this is the mistaken path taken by otherwise very
insightful post-Marxists such as Andre Gorz. This path is mistaken
because without the further democratization of state and economy the
autonomeus institutions of civil soclety, no matter how internally demo-
cratic, would be extremely vulnerable to the far more powerful organi-



Civil Society & Social Theory 57

zations of the two subsystems. Consequently, fundamentalist programs
of de-differentiation would be permanently on the agenda of movements.
Habermas himself, because of his disiinction between system and life-
world, has often been accused of delivering the economy and the state
over to the powers that be, and of begging the question: How can demo-
cratic will-formation in civil society attain even indirect influence over
funciional subsysiems which are “self-referentially closed” and, hence,
“immune to direct intervention”7

Such formulations, and Habermas’s own tendency to self-misinterp-
retation notwithstanding, critics of the system/life-world duality con-
fiate the level of analysis of coordinating mechanisms, the institutional
level, and both of these wilh the analysis of various types of action
{strategic, inslrumental, communicative, normative, etc.}.?' We pro-
pose, in reply, a set of distinctions that goes beyond Habermas’s anal-
ysis of the sysiern/life-world duality, which we nevertheless continue to
accept on the abstract-analytical level. We are thus able to show that
there is no thscretical reason for ruling out the influence of commu-
nicative and democrabic impulses from civil society on the state or the
economy.

Lot us explain. The abstract categories of system and life-worid
indicate only where the weight of coordinaiion lies in a given institu-
tional framework, Cultural, social, and personality-reproducing institu-
tions have their centre of gravity in communicative/normative forms of
action-coordination. Normatively speaking, this allows us {(and Haber-
mas) to speak of decolonization on the basis of the immanent possibil-
ities within such institutions. Buf we go further, by insisiing on the
possibilily of democralizing political and economic insistutions. Here,
to be sure, the cenire of gravity of the coordinaiing mechanisins (in a
modern society) is and must be on the level of steering performance
through the media of money and power, i.e. system rationality. But
that does not preclude the possibility of introducing communicative ac-
tion into state or economic instituiions. All types of action can and do
occur in societal institutions—not ever the market economy can be un-
derstood exclusively in terms of instrumental or strategic calculations.
Moreover, the theory of civil society traditionally contained a “vertical”
dimension, usually in the form of pariiaments, that mediates between
state and society. The normatively desirable project of introducing eco-
nomic democracy {on the workshop ievel) or further democratizing these
“vertical” institutions (including neo-corporatist arrangements) must be
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tempered, certainly, by the necessity of keeping intact the self-regulation
of steering systems. But the mere existence (however inadequate) of par-
liaments, of forms of co-determination and collective bargaining indicate
that publice can be consiructed even within the institutions which are
primarily sysiem-stecred. Institutions which must be coordinated com-
municatively come under the heading of “civil society”, whereas those
which must be siecered by money and/or power come under the insti-
tutional level of system. Neither dimension ought to be conceived of
as “gelf-referentially closed” for both are open o democratization {al-
beit to different extents). Moreover, both can be “colonized” by the
functional imperatives of ihe steering mechanisms, and thus distorted
by the logic of reification and domination. The contemporary capitalist
control of the sphere of production, and the elitist model of democracy
operative today are examples of ¢clonization of economic and political
inslilulions by the funciional requirements of the two steering mech-
anisms and the inierests of domination and exploitation. Finally, the
locus of a particular institution in civil society or in the media-steered
subsystems depends on its organization and purpose. For example, if a
university were to be totally functionalized to serve the econoric needs
of vocational training, it would migrate from civil scciety to the level
coordinated primarily by the media, even if internally, a good deal of
democratic communicative interaction were to obtain in decision making
among peers (faculty, student groups etc.).

This rather rough skeich shows that the political issue is how to
introduce public spaces into state and economic institutions (without
abolishing mechanisms of steering or strategic/instrumental action) by
establishing a continuity with s network of socieial communication con-
sisting of public spheres, associations, and movements. Here one could
debate, for example, the determination of preferences among economic
and political choices, keeping in mind the needs articulated in societal
publics. However, self-limitation would mean that the debate over how
much and which forms of democratization are desivable in econcmic
and state institutions must grant in each case the necessities of system
maintenance. Such is the meaning of democratization that complements
Habermas’s idea of decolonization. Correspondingly, the elirnmination or
pure instrumentalization of political and economic participation consti-
tutes the form of unfreedom that is the counterpsrt io the colonization
of any institution.

The contemporary crises of the welfaze staie brings some urgency to
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these questions. Historically, the crestion of democratic and rule-of-law
sbates involvad not only the creavion of rights defending sociely against
the siate and guaraniees of politicsl part: ipv ation for societal actors. 1
alsc strengthened the institutional forros of the capitalist warket scon-
omy that were and still ave pervaded by domination. The establishment
of welfare states, on the other hand, involved not only the securing of
worker, consumer and oiher rights, but also the strengihening of the
modern administrative state, which wus never a neutrel agency for the
use of societal subjects. Indeed, the unprecedented role of the state in
welfare capitalist systerns, and the faci that it shares steering funciions
with the capitalist market sconomy, sccounts for the self-conception
of ithe new movements as “society-sivengthening” with vespect io both
subsyetems. Aeg » result of imporiapt historiesl learning cxperiences,

viciory is mo longer seen a8 the inclusion in state power (reform) or in
smashing the stats {revolution) but, among the most reflective segments

of the movements, as the rebuilding of civil society and the controlling

of the markel sconomy and the bursaucratic state

L;;

Ohur reconsiruciion of the concepi «f avil socisty aims o defen:
these projects. Along with mberma&, we find bo ih phe neo-conservative
return 1o the programme of propert his {(along with retraditional-
ization of civil society minus democrac y) aund the welfare state loyai-
ists’ defense of the ezisting form of mciai rights {and their paternalist,
clientelist underside) historically one-sided and ?ﬂormaiwely a;mmguous.
With Habermas, we stress iastead the “reflexive continunaiion of the
programme of the welfare sbate”. This involves, first, the construc-
tion of a new iype of civil society delimited by a partiaily new set of

rights with communication rather than property righie as their core.
As such, the autonomy of civil sociely from state and economy could
be reestablished and the further modernization of civil society pursued.
Secondly, “reflexive continuation” would involve the creation of forms
of social control over state and economy {through the sxpansion of sets
of repregentative insiitutions within and between them}) that are com-
patible with a modernized life-world. The two steps presuppose each
oiher: only an adequately defended, differentiated and organized civil
society is capable of monitoring and influeacing the outcomes of steering
processes, but only a civil society capable of influencing the state and
econowny can help to maintain the siructure of rights that are the stne
gua non of its own existence. These two steps were always implicitly
true, of course. Bui what is new is ihat civil society can no longer be

a
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made autonomous by blindly strengthening one steering mechanism in
the fight against the other. The reflexive continuation for the welfare
state needs to be seen not only as the continuation of the project of
the working class movement by other subjects, but also as the resump-
tion of the project of the democratic revolutions whick created modern
civil society. Such is the meaning of an equally distanced and reflective
relation to both modern economy and state.

The norms of the classical notion of civil society imply the projeci
of democratization. Habermas’s theory, without this concept, would
help to thematize ultimately only necessary self-limitation {(along with
the democratization of political culture). The recomstruction of civil
society in terms of the system/life-world duality or the translation of
this duality into the categories of civil society can do both. Today, we
know of no betier theoretical interpretation of the self-limiting, radical
democratic politics of Polish Solidarity and of key dimensions of the
new social movements of the West,

NOTES

1. A. Arato and J. Cohen, Civil Socieiy and Democratic Theory (MIT
Press, forthcoming in 1988}, Chapter [. Also see A. Arato, “Civil Soci-
ety against the State: Poland 1980-19817, Telos 47 }Spring 1981); A.
Arato, “Empire vs. Civil Society: Poland 1981-1982”, Telos 50 (Win-
ter 1981/82). Jean L. Cohen, “Strategy or Idenmtity: New Theoreii-
cal Paradigms and Contemporary Social Movemenie”, Social Research
52 {(Winter 1985), pp. 663-716; A. Arato and Jean L. Cohen, “Social
Movements, Civil Society and the Problem of Sovercigniy”, Prozis In-
ternational 4, 5 {Ociober 1985), pp. 266-283. For Southerrn European
and Latin American comparisons sce the four volumes {especially the
lasi one) edited by (’'Donuell, Schmitier and Whitehead, Transitions
Jrom Authoritarian Rule {Iohns Hopking University Press, Baltimore,
1986). The classical articles on the concept of civil society and its his-
tory zre: Manfred Riedel, “Gesellschaft, birgeslicke” in Geschichiliche
Grunddegriffe (Stutigart, 1975); Jend Szics, “The Three Historical Re-
gions of Europe” in J. Kesne {ed.), Civsl Society end the Sitate (Verso
Press, London, 1988); Niklas Luhmann, “Geselischaft” in Soziologis-
che Auflldrung | (Opladen, 1970}; Norberto Bobbio, “Gramsc ard the
Concept of Civil Society” in Keane, op. céf.

2. The praciical justification of precisely this theoretical ensemble counld
be provided on the basis of an interpretation of the discourse ethics of
Apel, Habermas and Wellmer, We attempt this in A. Arato and Jean
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L. Cohen, “Discourse Ethics aud Civil Society” (ms.}, which is pari of
our already cited forthcoming book.

See our contribuiion to the forthcoming Habermas Festschrifi edited
by Hommetk, McCarthy, Offe, and Wellmer (Suhvhamp, Verlag, 1989).

Hubermas, of course, reintroduced the copcept of civil zociety in his
study of one of 18 central categories: the public sphere. But in this
stady ke slso appropriated a vevsion of Schmitt’s asgement involving
state-society fusior by itracing cul the declime of civil society. Later
attempts to recopstrucs key notivne of the classical docirine of politics
like prazis and lechne siressed the metatheoretical level. Bui zs long
as Habermas engaged in 2 recomsiruction of historical materialism, he
could not fres himeelf from Marxzian prejudices agaimst civil society. [t
is our ikesis that o fundamental break occure in the two-volume work,
Theory of Communicative Action. See Jirgen Habermas, [de Struk.
turwandel der Offentlichbedt {8tk ed., Neuwied, Berlin, 1974); Theory
of Communicative Action (Vol. I, Boston, 1984} and Theorie des kom-
munikativen Handelns (Frenkluri-am-Main, 1981). See also, Jean L.
Cohen, “Why More Political Theory?”, Telos 40 {Summer 1979}, pp.
70-94.

Theory of Communicative Action: Theorie des Kommunikativen Hasn-
delng, op. cit. Habermas’s development nevertheless provides the means
of defeading our theory of civil society. We can document this develop-
ment in terms of the transformation of the theory of discourse ethics,
which was initially z utopian model defining the ideal speech situation
as the basis of a new, homogeneous form of life that tended to corre-
spord to the institutions of 2 mono-organizational version of radical
democracy (council communism). In part, under the influence of A.
Wellmer, in the late seventies and esarly eighties, Habermas has trans-
formed this conception in a pluralistic direction, making the {now only
regulative} idea of discourse compatible with a plurality of forms of life,
even a plurality of forms of democracy that is possible, we maintain,
only om the ground of civil society. In the process, Habermas reduced
the gulf between rational and empirical consensus ard replaced the
stress on post-modernity in his notion of emancipation by that of the
completion of modernity. See *Discourse Ethics and Civil Society”,
Chapter Ones of Civdl Sociely and Democratic Theory, op. cit.

Ever since Azisiotle, the normative thrust of the concept of avil soci-
ety (koinonia politéke) entailed a vision of an autonomous-domination-
freé associziion of peers who communicatively establish their goals and
narms and who regulate their inleraction according to standards of jus-
tice. The early modern version of civil society added o this (now, to
be sure depoliticized conception) the principles of individual autonomy,
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gocial and moral plurality, and, of covise, universality.

See Habermas’s chart, Theoric I, pp. 182-228.

We discuss these issues in greater depth in Civil Society and Demo-
cratic Theory, op. cit. By “the traditional version of civil society”, we
mean one thal ssswines that the differentinted institutions and vericus
pluralities of civil sociely are normatively integraied through an over-
ayching collective definition of the good and the just (Sittlichkeit-Hegel,
Parsons) and/for through an overarching corporaie argamization of the
whole sociely (Parsons’ “socicial community” ).

. This is the step beyond Parsons, whoee concept of “societal community”

allows only for the normative cosrdination of acticn and 2 conventional
relation ¢o standards.

Lukmann, like many confemporaty peo-communiiariang, belizeves that
the social integration of interaction through morms is possible only on
the bagis of 2 unified woeld-view or Sitilichikeit., Unlike contemporary
nec-comimunitarians, however, he iz convinced that modern differenti-
ated societies preclude such forms of social integration and can only be
integrated functiornally.

Indeed, Habermas presents ws with an historical iypology that shows
how the processes of differentiation of system and hfe-world vielded a
modernity burdened by its negativity. The analysis partially parallels
works such as Karl Polanyi’s The Great Trensformatisn and Robert
Nisbet’s fr Sesrch of Community, but avoids the naive expectations of
the former vis-a-vis the state and the innocence of the latier vis-a-vis
the capilalist market economy. The historical changes of juridification
are presented explicitly im jerms of the concept of civil society. See
Theorie I, pp. 524-531.

Habermas’s definition of culiursl modernity as the decline of substan-
tive and cemtred reason and the differentiation of the value sphere of
art, science, and merality {ollows Weber, Weber atiributes {o this and
to secularization the phenomena of the lvss of meaning and ithe loss
of freedom. Horkheimer and Aderno reproduce this assessment. See
Theory of Communicaiive Action I, pp. 346-352,

Ivid, pp. 221-223, 233.

Theorie 11, pp. 228-93.

This involves changes in 2ll the institutions of civil society respomsible
for cultural reproduction, social integration and personality develop-
ment; see Habermas’s discussion in Theorie I, pp. 229-294.

Ibid, p. 471.

Toid, p. 488.

Ci. N. Fraser, “What’s Critical about Critical Theory? The Case of
Habermas and Gender”, New German Critigue, op. cst., p. 112. Fraser’s
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21.

22,
23.

24,

28.

26,

article suffers from misinierpreiations common to many interpreters of
Habermas’s text. She mixes up the issue of analysis of action types
with the different analytical level of the distinction between social and
aystem coordination, between life-werld and system. She also confuses
the distinction between the modes of acticrn-coordination {via commu-
micaticn or vizs media of money and power) with the differemtiation
ctween the symbolic and material reproduction of the Life-world. The
first error has 1o basis in Habermas—all formes of action cav be found
in imstitutions of the life-world and in those that are media steered:
whot disiinguishes lLifs-world and system is not the action types found
there but the mede of action cocrdization. The second confusion is due
to Habermas’s own unnecessary (endency 5o link the system flife-world
distinction with ke symbolic/material reproduction distinciion. Fraser
wants to throw away the baby witk the bath water by claiming there is
nothing to the distinction hetween sysiem and life-world. We fully dis-
agree with this claim zmg with her corrseponding critique of Habermas
on the gender issue.
Of conrse, there aie sivategic action aad power relations in both do-
mains.
Theorse II, p. 530-831.
Jean L. Cohen, “Strategy or Identity: New Theoretical Paradigms and
Contemporary Social Movements”, pp. 663-715.
Theovie I, pp. 536-37.
This could include decentralization, new forms of representation such
as functional representation, the democratization of neo-corporatist ar-
rangements, and more public spaces in politically relevant arenas such
as corporations,
The absence of the concept of association, both within the institutional
analysis of civil sociely snd with respect fo secial movements, leads
Habermas io revive the classical breakdown thesis, which understands
movemenis as mete reactions jo normative disintegration or other dislo-
cations accompanying modernization. See Jean L. Cohen, “Strategy or
Identity”, op. cft. This also leads to ar almost exclasive focus on issues
of demaocratic legitimacy at the experse of a concern with solidasity.
Theorie I{, p. 485. Of course, in this context ’hommes means humanity,
RGi men.
Bbid, p. 473,
Habermas, “Die Neue Unébersichtlichkeit® in Die Neue
Undbersichilschkest (Frankfurt-am-Main, 1985), where this dimension
is expresszd in the more aggressive terms of the development of 2 new
“cuitural hegemony” {p. 153}. On the development of the politics of
Habermas's zarlier theory, see Jean L. Cohen, “Why More Political
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Theory?”, op. cit;; Jean L. Cohen, “Crisis Management and Social
Movements”, Telos 52 (Summer, 1982), pp. 21-4C.

Habermas, “Die Neue Uniibersichtlichkeit”, op. cit., p. 156.
Andrew Arato and Jean L. Cohen, “Social Movements, Civil Society
and the Problem of Sovereigaty”, op. cit., and Jean L. Coken, “Strategy
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