
68

INTRODUCTION1

The privileged place of civil society’s
organized, active participation as a
cornerstone of the consolidation of de -
mocratic processes in Latin Amer ica
prompts us to look at its participation
in the United States, given its status as
an advanced democracy and an influ-
ential actor in the hemisphere.

As social scientists who must situ-
ate phenomena in their contexts, our
point of departure must be the pro-
found contradictions throughout U.S.
history due to slavery, racism, na tivism
and other institutionalized practices
that legitimize exclusion, at the same
time that they have permeated (and as
a result, molded) a particular notion of
citizenship.

Considering that citizens are the
substantive axis around which the pu b -
lic sphere of a nation-state (civil soci-
ety) turns, it is paradoxical that the U.S.
Constitution does not explicitly men -
tion them until the Fourteenth Amend -
 ment (1868),2 with regard to a nation-
al identity; prior to that, it empha sizes
the individual or individuals or even the
people.3

Even though at the center of feder-
alist thinking is clearly an open call for

the people to take their destiny into
their own hands and design the insti-
tutions they need, the sense of a citi-
zen’s democracy in the United States
does not allude directly to the notion
of the common good as a re sult of an
essentially political equality.

In other words, what is really objec-
tionable in U.S. “exceptionalism” is its
ability to reproduce the distance be -
tween the de facto citizen and the de
jure citizen, bound by an ideology that
seems to celebrate citizenship as some -
thing inherent in the nature of certain
individuals or groups of “the virtuous.”
Does that mean, by any chance, that it
is an attainment that strengthens the
weak?

In brief, what I mean to emphasize
here is that, regardless of the liberal
tradition and the democratic govern-
ability usually attributed to the United

States, it was born and consolidated
as a country far from the essential prin -
ciples of an inclusive democracy. This
makes a reading of its civic experience
both complex and unique.

DISTINCTIVE TRAITS

OF THE U.S. EXPERIENCE

It was the eighteenth century when
Alexis de Tocqueville noted the auton-
omy and influence of U.S. civil society.
He considered that people’s zeal in
group ing around public questions
turned its different organizations into
real schools of democracy, in which
individuals learned to res pect, commu -
nicate and exercise their rights. This
led to a civic vitality unprecedented in
the European experience of the time
and also provided a mechanism that
would tend to limit the state’s power.

For purposes of definition, I should
point out that the organizations that
make up the third sector cover an im -
mense range: informal groups (neigh-
borhood organizations, sports clubs,
etc.); formal organizations (unions, coop -
e ratives, religious grou ps, etc.); nongov -
ernmental organizations (NGOs) and even
semi-governmental agencies when they
have been formed by members of civil
society.4
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This sector, in the context we are
dealing with here, can be defined today
fundamentally by virtue of its being
complementary to the governmental
and business sectors. By contrast, Latin
Amer ica presents a different picture:
here the NGO protagonism tends to
obscure a broader view of the sector,
identified mainly as not-for-profit orga-
nizations committed to significant so -
cial causes, that is, to resolving the needs
not dealt with by either the state or the
market.

Broadly speaking, in Latin Amer ica,
these organizations have oscillated be -
tween autonomous, re-active positions,
social networks or networks for col -
lective protests, and part of traditional
power structures (such as unions,
churches or the state), up to the most
recent and promising efforts for build-
ing strategic transnational alliances to
promote harmonious, sustainable de -
v elopment.5

However, one characteristic shared
in all the countries of the hemisphere
is that people join these organizations
voluntarily; they have not only prac-
ticed their fundamental right of free
association but are also able to direct-
ly show their aspirations and needs.

Returning to the U.S. case, accord-
ing to CIVICUS World, by 1997, this
sector was made up of more than 1.4
million groups, with an aggregate worth
of U.S.$500 billion. It is important to
note that the third sector has created
new and diverse job opportunities: in
the 1980s, it accounted for 13 percent
of the increase in jobs in the United
States, France and Germany alone.6

Despite the lack of sufficient data
to determine exactly the correlation
of structures and missions, spheres of
action, sources of financing, number of
members and staff in the U.S., clearly

the sector’s growth has increased both in
industrialized and developing countries. 

Today, it is key for learning about
and understanding modern society and
a necessary point of reference for any-
one monitoring its effects on the creation
of new social capital7 and preventing
against the not infrequent cases of cor-
ruption and fraud found inside it.

The sum of human and material re -
sources concentrated in the construc-

tion of civic organizations, together with
their intense relations with the gov-
ernmental and business sectors, have
favored a climate in the United States
that tends to political and legally legit-
imize their existence and functioning.

They are equally noteworthy for their
ability to gather and mobilize re sources
from local, state and federal govern-
ments, and from businesses, founda-
tions and philanthropists, donations
and the volunteer work of their mem-
bers. They sometimes even sell certain
goods and services, usually not for a
profit.

ELEMENTS OF COHESION

Clearly, the strengthening of the orga-
nizations of civil society requires con-
structive attitudes by their members,

united not only by shared interests, but
also by at least a minimum of common
values, outstanding among which are
solidarity, integrity, trust and mutual col -
 laboration.

The central characteristics that give
unity and formality to these structures
and can be clearly seen in the United
States are:

1) The existence of democratic
mechanisms that allow for the mem-
bers’ participation in the organizations’
decision-making or leadership bodies.

2) A permanent capacity for build-
ing internal consensuses, thus foster-
ing the possibility of transcending the
organization itself and making alliances
with other groups. Here, pragmatism
plays a central role, although this by no
means implies renouncing one’s own
critical outlook or, above all, self-criti-
cism.

3) The ability to develop tools for
internal regulation that make the orga-
nizations credible and legitimate as res -
ponsible social agents, beginning with
the ability to make their strategies, fi -
nancial situations and activities clear
to the public.8

I should mention, however, that these
organizations’ optimal functioning is
also at one with their adherence to the
established legal framework. In the case
of the United States, this assures them
stability. Once legally established, they
favor a plural society, which gives their
objectives and/or demands meaning.

It is appropriate to mention at this
point that these citizens’ organizations
lead to the creation of collective iden-
tities and that this, in turn, leads us to
the idea of “community.” And, individ-
uals are capable of feeling part of a
community because in it converge both
their independence and their interde-
pendence with others.9
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If the organizations of the third sec-
tor are seen as communities, they come
alive in our minds, with all their dyna -
mism and fragility. According to Anne
Golden, their true potential consists,
first, in identifying shared goals, based
on interdependence, and then pro-
ceeding to move ahead.

Developing a sense of community
rescues the individual from a growing
process of alienation and isolation which
makes it impossible for him/her to come
up with appropriate solutions given the
magnitude of his/her problems, and offers
the opportunity of generating processes
of empowerment that make it possible
to have an impact on the different lev-
els of decision making.10

FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

The United States has not escaped the
effects of the constant changes and
adjustments experienced by all soci-
eties. Today, its scenario is one of con-
trasts: new civic organizations multiply
while simultaneously the citizenry’s
participation both in public life and in
the traditions of grassroots community
life seems to be weakening.

Here we should consider Robert
Putnam’s controversial thesis about the
decline in social capital in the United
States.11 After reviewing a good deal of
empirical evidence, Putnam states that
Americans’ civic participation in its
simplest form has been declining for
almost three decades without there being
a significant difference in voting rates
for state or local elections.

The figures Putnam uses from the
General Social Survey show that mem -
bership in religious groups and regular
church attendance have dropped by
one sixth since the 1960s, which may

indicate that people’s sense of religios-
ity is being redefined in terms of their
individual interests and not in terms of
institutions.12 In like fashion, union
membership has dropped to an alarm-
ingly low level: 12 percent.13 Parent
membership in parent-teacher associ-
ations has also declined to only 7 mil-
lion people.14

The following four elements are pro -
bably contributing factors to the origin
of this problem:

a) The new demographics that indi-
cate fewer and fewer marriages, more
divorces and fewer children.

b) The massive influx of women into
the work force, imposing limits on the
time and energy they can dedicate to
actively participating in civic tasks they
traditionally undertook (parent-teacher
associations, the Red Cross, the League
of Women Voters, etc.).

c) Americans’ pattern of frequently
changing residence and their concen-
tration in suburbs.

d) Technological changes and their
impact on jobs, wages and even man-
agement of leisure time.15

In the model of a market society,
the public domain as the sphere par
excellence for constructing and recon-

structing the common good seems to
be succumbing to the temptations of
unrestrained consumption. If money is
not a means, but rather an end in itself,
getting it is identified directly with each
isolated individual’s actions insofar as
he/she is a competitor or rival of “the
other” or “others.”

Less willing to commit themselves
to civic activities —given that “time is
money”— Americans run the risk of
getting trapped inside their own insti-
tutional structures, structures that will
tend to become petrified through dis-
use and indifference, perhaps making
it impossible to build a democratic con -
sensus that —basic though it might
be— does limit totalitarianism.

There is always the possibility, how-
ever, of a rebirth among our neighbors to
the north of civic commitment beyond
conventional structures. If their liberal
notion favors individual rights and this
has been compatible with an intense
and historic community tradition,16 the
ability to reverse unfavorable trends will
be maintained through the creation of
trust and the development of innova-
tive forms of civic participation.

Even when this participation has had
a marked class and social-status com-
ponent given that the vast majority of
members of third sector organizations
are educated members of the middle
layers of society, we should not disregard
the potential for the civic organization
of minorities. That is, the historically
most vulnerable sectors of so ciety could
become a new source of social capital.

The impact and consequences of
the emergence of civic organizations
of those who have been voiceless in U.S.
society is yet to be calculated given that
in order for it to happen, they must
first conquer their independence and
autonomy.17
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I would like to conclude by refer-
ring to the question in the title of this
article, which still goes unanswered,
and by quoting Robert Putnam on the
question of models:

The concept of “civil society” has

played a central role in the recent glob-

al debate about the preconditions for

democracy....In the newer democracies

this phrase has properly focussed on the

need to foster a vibrant civic life....In

the established democracies, ironical-

ly, growing numbers of citizens are

questioning the effectiveness of their

public institutions....In America, at least,

there is reason to suspect that this

democratic disarray may be linked to a

broad and continuing erosion of civic

engagement....High on our scholarly

agen da should be the question of

whether a comparable erosion of social

capital may be underway in other ad -

vanced democracies.18
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