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Civil Society’s Support for 
Formal Democracy

How Realistic Are Expectations in 
Mexico, the U.S. and the UK?

Mike Aiken*

  
Is

aa
c 

Es
qu

iv
el

/C
ua

rto
sc

ur
o.

co
m

IntroductIon

Both Mexico and the United States have been in the grip of 
presidential elections in 2012. The outcomes of these formal 
democratic contests are vital for the citizens of both countries, 
but another important dimension for sustaining representa-
tive liberal democracy is often invoked: civil society. This 
essay asks why it is seen as important in Latin American and 
Anglo-Saxon contexts, and if it can meet the expectations placed 
upon it. The argument is that civil society has roots in three 
different traditions that can play complementary roles to for-
mal democracy. However, governments need to be aware that 
these traditions cannot be convenien tly translated into state 
purposes. In addition, civil society has no immunity to the 
forces afflicting the political culture in which it is situated.

Why Is cIvIl socIety Important for 
representatIve democracy?

Why should civil society be of interest to representative 
democratic governments in Mexico, the U.S. or elsewhere?  
J. S. Mill, writing in 1861, understood that the “political ma-
 chinery does not act of itself” but needs from citizens “not 
their simple acquiescence, but their active participation” and 
requires a force from “outside the machinery.” Today we would 
see civil society as one of these forces. Let us look at four 
reasons given for the importance of civil society to formal 
democracy. 

First, there has been a slow realization of a crisis amidst 
the “mature” democracies. There is, in short, a decline in formal 
participation in representative democracy. In the Anglo-Sax-
on countries, voter turnout continues to fall. In U.S. pre  si den-
tial elections, little over 60 percent of the electorate has voted 
since the turn of the century. In the UK, since 2000, voter par -
ticipation has fallen to similar levels after averaging 75 percent 
a decade earlier. In Canada, the participation of young people 
in elections has been only half that of older age groups ac-
cording to Pammet’s “Election Canada.” Mean   while, political 
party membership is declining. In the UK, according to ncvo’s 
Almanac, the Conservative Party’s 1.2 million members in 
1970 had declined to around 200 000 by 2008. In contrast, 
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other organizations, particularly single-issue campaigns, grew 
enormously: Friends of the Earth’s membership increased 
from 1 000 in 1971 to 100 000 by 2011. On-line social forums 
have also proliferated. 

A second concern has been the decline in trust in politi-
cians and public service. This has traditionally been low in 
Latin American countries and Anglo-Saxon populations ap-
pear to be following. Trust in governments and public institu-
tions has fallen in nearly all the major industrialized countries 
since the mid-1990s and, according to Blind’s research from 
2007, “plummets when it comes to Latin America.” Similar 
surveys, however, show leaders of civil society organizations 
enjoying high levels of public confidence only outstripped by 
doctors.

A third reason lies in the growing complexity of modern 
industrialized countries and the increasing individualization 
of needs. This means that the implementation of social, eco-
nomic, or environmental policy should be adapted to take 
account of the particularities of geography, demographics, and 
culture. Recruiting citizen groups to co-design and co-im ple -
ment policy holds the promise of building co-responsibility, 
local ownership, and efficiency in social delivery.

A fourth reason is connected to social innovation, which 
may emerge from deliberation and debate far removed from 
centers of traditional policy making. Environmental issues, gay 
and lesbian rights, and indigenous people’s concerns might nev-
er have originated in the programs of major political parties.

Civil society is celebrated as an important player in these 
issues but politicians are often hazy on the means by which it 
will interact with formal processes. Barack Obama, whose 
roots were in social action projects, provided an idealistic des-
 cription of civil society at a Russian forum in July 2009. He 
spoke of how

the best ideas and solutions come from ordinary citizens who 

become involved in their communities and in their countries . . . 

by mobilizing and organizing and changing people’s hearts and 

minds. . . [to] change the political landscape. . . [,]  a vibrant civil 

society. . .1

He included “the freedom of people to…speak their minds, 
to organize peacefully” and emphasized the underpinning in-
s  titutions such as a free press, fair administration of justice, 
and accountable government. Nevertheless civil society was 
rarely mentioned by the president for domestic audiences in 
recent state of the union addresses.

In Mexico, the term usually appears in policy in relation 
to civil society organizations, although there are appeals to 
society in general. The outgoing president, Felipe Calderón, 
was not unusual in saying little directly about civil society. 
Nevertheless many state and federal forums relating to crime 
and drug trafficking seek the participation of civil society 
organizations. Calderón’s “state of the union” address in Sep-
tember 2010 talked of the power of government, media, and 
the entire society to use their strengths in a manner of co-res-
ponsibility; and he urged “civil society organizations to work 
shoulder to shoulder” with Congress to control crime. The Fe d-
eral Electoral Institute (Ife) exhorts daily that “what makes 
a great nation is the participation of the people,” although 
formal processes are emphasized. Meanwhile, the emergence 
of student protests during the elections in 2012, under the 
label #YoSoy132, and the role of activists in the Movement for 
Peace with Justice and Dignity, appeared to provide exam-
ples of the hand of civil society directly interacting with the 
formal process.

three tradItIons of “cIvIl socIety” 

Before proceeding, it is important to ask: what do we mean 
by civil society? This essay identifies three contrasting traditions 
which infuse our current use of the term: the organizational, 
the deliberative, and the civic. 

The organizational tradition has its clearest exponent in 
Tocqueville’s studies of U.S. associations in the nineteenth 
century. For him, they encouraged social mixing, provided 
training in political organization, and offered a parallel struc-
ture whereby local concerns could be advocated to formal de-
mocracy from a membership base. This tradition emphasized 
developing cohesion among individuals and groups or, in Rob-
ert Putnam’s contemporary terms, “building social capital.”

The deliberative tradition originated in Aristotle’s Treatise 
on Government. He saw civil society as rooted in government 
searching for “the good” and discovering common purposes 

Civil society is celebrated 
as an important player in some issues, 

but politicians are often hazy on 
the means by which it will interact 

with formal processes.  
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aimed at “justice” for all citizens. Different ideas about the 
“good” would be reconciled by a “deliberative council” that 
was not an organ of power but rather resembled a team of 
doctors offering diagnosis and treatment to realize the “good.”  
Modern versions draw on Hegel, who saw civil society as a me­
diator between the individual, family, and the state. Hence, 
Gramsci and Habermas envisaged a deliberative space, while 
Fred Powell, writing in 2007, spoke of a public space where 
“debate is still possible in a peaceful, ethical, and democra t-
ic form.”2

A civic tradition, an idea popularized recently by Adal-
bert Evers, focuses on the “civic culture” that is enacted in 
institutional and group settings. This includes the behavior 
of politicians, civil servants, and citizens, plus the values and 
ethical standards of professional practice. Civicness includes 
a “disposition” to do just deeds for the community. These ac-
tivities help reproduce a civic tradition. Such ideas are closely 
linked to Almond and Verba’s research in the 1960s (revis-
ited in 1989), which examined the “civic culture” of Mexico, 
the United States, and the UK. They argued that stable de-
mocracies needed a civic culture in which citizens were “active 
and involved” in “informed, analytic, and rational” ways, but 
these entailed specific sets of beliefs, feelings, and values. 

can cIvIl socIety meet the expectatIons?

How far can these traditions contribute to addressing the 
challenges faced by formal democracies?

First, it may be partially true that civil society action can 
feed an involvement in formal political processes. Barack 
Obama’s professional career, which encompassed the delib­
erative and organizational traditions of civil society, led him 
to the presidency. Nevertheless, we need to be cautious about 
drawing a straight arrow between civil society activity and en-
ga  ge ment in formal politics. For some people, the informal 
engagement in civil society activities without specific or in-
s  tru mental political aims is a direct alternative to formal pol-

itics. Citizens may seek debate and critique, but still have 
little inclination to engage in representative democracy.

Second, civil society organizations can build trust and 
increase the social glue in localities —but not always. Veen-
stra’s Canadian research in 2006 suggested that meaningful 
participation was “significantly related to . . . social trust”; 
however, involvement in a “breadth of civil society organiza-
tions” could increase social, but not necessarily political, trust.3 
A lack of social trust and civic tradition in Latin American 
countries may present a pre-existing barrier to mobilizing that 
undermines both formal democratic and civil society en-
ga gement. Meanwhile, in Anglo-Saxon countries, neighborhood 
associations may sometimes mobilize homogeneous groups 
and so entrench social divisions against the “other” rather than 
contribute to social cohesion.

Third, some international institutions have sought to build 
civil society in emerging democracies, believing that a large 
number of independent organizations will provide collabora-
tive partners for social delivery and indicate a “vibrant civil 
society.” There are two points to make here. On the one hand, 
the numbers game oversimplifies the organizational tradition. 
It would imply that Chile or East Germany in the 1980s had 
no civil society because they lacked a specified number of 
constituted associations. Yet, a state lacking a Cat Protection 
League may still have strong deliberative or civic traditions. 
On the other hand, if we are interested in civil society’s role in 
co-designing local policy, it is vital to understand the types of 
associations, what they do, and who runs them, rather than 
how many exist. To take the extreme example, narco gangs and 
the Ku Klux Klan could claim to be organizations between the 
state, market, and family with a set of values and actions to 
promote. Would we welcome their role in sustaining repre-
sentative democracy and co-designing local policy? 

Furthermore, while an urban neighborhood group might 
not claim to represent all local interests, an over-hasty public 
agency may claim that collaboration with them is equivalent to 
one true voice of local civil society. The co-design of local po -
licies can lead to other difficulties. In Mexico, we might ask if 
civil society groups have been “captured” in a clientelist regime. 
In the U.S. and the UK, we could consider if groups have been 
subtly co-opted by state or market as deliverers of public ser-
vices in competitive contracting environments. Indigenous 
councils, farmers’ organizations, and round tables in Mexico 
along with community development and regeneration part-
nerships in the U.S. and the UK have had to confront the com-
 plex issues of their own legitimacy in co-design.

In Mexico, the role of activists 
in the Movement for Peace with Justice 

and Dignity provides examples 
of civil society directly interacting 

with the formal process. 
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Fourth, in Latin American contexts, where clientelism 
and cronyism persist, any deliberative processes may lead to 
formulaic discussion and pre-determined outcomes. Collu-
sion with a complex mix of patronage including municipal 
departments, public sector agencies, and trade unions may 
produce conventional rather than innovative solutions. In 
Anglo-Saxon countries, collaborations between state and civil 
society organizations have also faced dilemmas. Unequal power 
relations and differential expert knowledge can result in de-
cisions strongly steered by the state, or translated by admin-
istrative procedures that squeeze out inspiration.

conclusIon

There are clear shortcomings in simplistic views about how 
civil society can complement formal representative democ-
racy in Latin American or Anglo-Saxon contexts. We do not 
need to minimize civil society’s contribution but to compli-
cate it. The organizational, deliberative, and civic traditions 
have much to offer but in negotiated ways: there is no simple 
virtuous circle between individuals, civil society, and repre-
sentative democracy. The existing political culture will also 
infuse those relations differently in various country contexts. 
Civil society may be aspiring —in a myriad of idiosyncratic 
and muddled ways— to the “just” in society and so represent 
a social good in its own right. However, without a trusted civic 
culture in public and professional life, alongside institutional 
frameworks including accountable government, equal justice, 
and a free press, civil society will find it hard to flourish. Al-
though it cannot be “operationalized” in any straightforward 
way by the state apparatus, it may need to be better under-
stood and nurtured by governments. Paradoxically, its fluid 
nature does not pre-dispose it to capture by state —or mar-
ket— machinery without disfigurement.
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