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ABSTRACT 
  Over the past decade and a half, the term civil society 
has gained remarkable traction across various disciplines—
including history and sociology—as well as in broader public 
discourse. This paper traces the conceptual evolution of civil 
society, offering a working definition and examining its 
growing relevance. It highlights how the notion of civil society 
has historically been shaped by contrasting it with various 
“opponents,” whose nature has shifted over time. The study 
also analyzes the dynamic interplay between civil society, the 
market, the state, and the private domain. In certain contexts, 
it explores the strong association between civil society and the 
middle class. Finally, it reflects on the development and limitations of a transnational civil society within 
the European framework, providing a historical lens through which contemporary challenges are assessed. 
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INTRODUCTION:  

The concept of ‘civil society’ has deep historical roots, originating from the societas civilis in 
Aristotelian thought. Over the centuries, it has remained a foundational idea in European political and 
social philosophy. Though its meanings have evolved, the term consistently refers to the realm of social 
and political relations that extend beyond the private domain of the household. It encompasses the 
shared public life of communities, addressing collective concerns, norms, and values, and often serving 
as a vehicle for political engagement and social cohesion. During the Enlightenment, the concept of ‘civil 
society’ carried a distinctly positive connotation.  

It represented a visionary ideal of a future society where individuals would coexist peacefully as 
politically aware, responsible citizens—fulfilling their roles both privately within families and publicly 
as active members of civic life. Civil society was imagined as a space of autonomy and cooperation 
under the rule of law, free from dependence on an authoritarian state. It promoted tolerance for 
cultural, religious, and ethnic diversity, while aspiring to reduce entrenched social hierarchies, 
particularly those rooted in traditional corporate structures. Increasingly, civil society was defined in 
opposition to the absolutist state, embodying a call for voluntary social self-organization by individuals 
and communities. This ideal was critical of established traditions, forward-looking, and intentionally 
aspirational—meant to inspire rather than mirror contemporary realities. 

The term ‘civil society’ has seen a significant rise in usage over the past 15 years and continues 
to be widely invoked across various contexts. However, its interpretation varies across cultures and 
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languages. For instance, it is referred to as społeczeństwo obywatelskie in Polish, shimin shakai in 
Japanese, and Zivilgesellschaft or Bürgergesellschaft in German. While these terms aim to capture the 
essence of civil society, their meanings are not entirely equivalent. The concept itself remains fluid and 
somewhat elusive—so much so that it has often been likened to a pudding that cannot be pinned to the 
wall, highlighting its conceptual ambiguity.1 
 
BACKGROUND AND DEFINITION OF CIVIL SOCIETY 

In this context, ‘civil society’ can be understood in three interrelated ways: first, as a form of 
collective social action; second, as a distinct sphere that interacts with yet remains autonomous from 
the state, the market, and the private domain; and third, as a foundational element of a broader societal 
vision—often carrying utopian ideals aimed at democratic and participatory transformation. 

Firstly, ‘civil society’ denotes a distinct form of social engagement, set apart from other modes 
such as conflict and warfare, economic exchange and market transactions, hierarchical governance and 
submission, as well as the intimate dynamics of private life.2 Civil society’s form of social action 
predominates within a distinct social sphere that, in modern complex societies, can be clearly separated 
from government, commerce, and the private domain. This public arena is inhabited by clubs, 
associations, social movements, networks, and grassroots initiatives. Consequently, ‘civil society’ also 
designates this social realm—characterized as a diverse and evolving collection of legally recognized, 
non-governmental organizations that are generally non-violent, self-organizing, and self-critical, often 
existing in a state of ongoing tension with one another. This space is closely connected to, yet clearly 
differentiated from, state, market, and private sectors.3 

It is crucial to recognize that historical experience demonstrates civil society—as both a form of 
social action and a sphere of self-organization—can only be firmly established and sustained when 
embedded within a changing context of economic, social, political, and cultural conditions, which 
themselves are often shaped and reinforced by civil society. This dynamic is evident in how civil society 
frequently emerges and perseveres through critical opposition: resisting authoritarian control and 
dependency, challenging entrenched inequalities, opposing the disruptive effects of unchecked 
capitalism, and responding to social fragmentation and declining solidarity. 
 
RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN CIVIL SOCIETY, CAPITALISM, AND STATE 

The connection between civil society and the state is equally intricate and marked by 
ambivalence. Traditionally, the principles guiding civil society were analytically separated from those of 
governance and authority, clearly distinguishing civil society from the state. While maintaining this 
distinction is important, it also requires reconsideration and refinement in light of evolving realities. 

I have distinguished the principles governing civil society from those of the market, 
emphasizing the importance of maintaining a clear separation between civil society and capitalism. 
While this distinction remains essential, it requires some nuance. Although tension exists between the 
market economy and civil society, there is also a notable affinity between them. The rise and success of 
market economies are often supported—and in some cases made possible—by civil society structures, 
since functioning markets depend on social cohesion, trust, and social capital, which are foundational 
resources provided by civil society. Conversely, civil society relies on the presence of a decentralized 

                                                           
1 J. Keane Civil Society: Old Images, New Visions (Cambridge: Polity Press), (1998) , pp. 12–31. 
2 H.-J. Lauth (1999) Strategische, reflexive und ambivalente Zivilgesellschaften. Ein Vorschlag zur 
Typologie von Zivilgesellschaften im Systemwechsel. In H. Zinecker (Ed), Unvollendete 
Demokratisierung in Nichtmarkto¨konomien. Die Blackbox zwischen Staat und Wirtschaft in den 
Transitionsla¨ndern des Su¨dens und Ostens, (Amsterdam: Fakultas), pp. 95–120 and D. Ruch (2002) 
Zivilgesellschaft 
3 L. M. Salamon et al. (Eds) (1999) Global Civil Society: Dimensions of the Nonprofit Sector (Baltimore: 
Center for Civil Society Studies), especially p. xvii; H. K 
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economic system; without the dispersion of economic decisions and power characteristic of market 
economies, civil society’s prospects diminish.  

In highly centralized administrative economies, such as those seen in Central and Eastern 
Europe prior to the early 1990s, civil society struggled to flourish. Comparative historical studies reveal 
many parallels between the development of market economies and the expansion of civil society across 
nations. 
 
STAKEHOLDERS AND RESOURCES WITHIN CIVIL SOCIETY 

In the context of late 18th and early 19th century German-speaking Central Europe, the terms 
Bürgertum and bürgerlich described a distinct urban social group. This group included businesspeople, 
industrialists, bankers, and directors, as well as educated professionals such as officials, professors, 
secondary school teachers, lawyers, doctors, clergy, and journalists. As members of the middle class, 
they were set apart from the nobility, the general populace, and rural communities.  

Their cohesion was primarily based on a shared culture—a middle-class culture (bürgerliche 
Kultur)—characterized by general education, values like self-reliance, a particular family structure, and 
specific modes of communication. Moreover, bürgerliche Gesellschaft not only described this social 
stratum but also denoted a societal ideal akin to what is now called civil society. This dual meaning of 
Bürger—referring both to the bourgeoisie and the citizen—reflects a deliberate semantic overlap rather 
than mere coincidence. 
 
CONCLUSSION 

The concept of civil society originated during the Enlightenment, making it fundamentally a 
Western idea. However, its principles are often regarded as universally applicable. Within Europe, this 
notion has gradually moved eastward, undergoing significant transformations along the way. In Eastern 
Europe, while Western ideas served as inspiration, what has been adopted is not a straightforward 
copy; rather, it reflects a selective adaptation to local contexts. Civil society has developed through 
diverse trajectories and manifests in various forms. Its strength and timing vary across regions, and 
even when it arises, it takes on unique characteristics shaped by cross-border influences. Therefore, the 
experience of one nation cannot simply serve as a blueprint for another. Nonetheless, comparative 
analysis remains valuable, both in academic discussions and in social and political arenas. 
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