Rolf Schwery
(Biel/Bienn)

Youth and the Formation of Civil Society in Western and the Eastern Europe

The concept of civil society has a long tradition. In ancient Greece the concept was called "koinonia politike" which was transformed into the Roman concept of "societas civilis". In modernity “civil society” became a popular philosophical concept. John Locke coined the term "civil government", Immanuel Kant spoke about the "bürgerliche Gesellschaft", Jean-Jaques Rousseau used the term "état civil"; all these concepts stood indeed for one and the same thing and meant “a civilized community, which follows certain rules”, e.g. an order of politically active citizens.

In the 1960ies the concept of “civil society” reappeared in a different form. Although the definitions of civil society were manifold there was a certain consensus on the three sector model of Putnam, consisting of the three fields “market”, “state” and “civil society”. Conclusively, the civil society stood for the “non-profit organisations” (NPO) and the “non-governmental organisations” (NGOs).

As fruitful and inspiring the concept of civil society has proved in philosophical terms as questionable was its operationalisation. For policy making an operationalisation was indispensable. When policy makers speak about the need of a formation of a civil society in Eastern Europe they should first answer the question: “How civic Western European society is?”

In my opinion there are two main approaches to measure the civicness of a society. The social capital approach measures the social and political integration with the help of the parameters “attention”, “trust” and “engagement”. This approach is normally used by the World Bank. The other approach is the Anomie Research, measuring the reverse effect, e.g. the social desintegration, e.g. the loss of a common frame of reference with the help of parameters such as “distrust”, “discontent”, “pessimism” and “individual anomie”. 

Measuring the civicness of Western societies we must state that in nearly all Western countries we witnessed a dramatic erosion of the traditional social capital during the last 30 years. There is great evidence that in a globalized world the traditional triade of civil society (trade unions, religion, party) has lost its attraction and with it the majority of membership (with the exception of the trade unions in Scandinavia). 

But analysing deeper the civil structures in Western Europe we can observe not really an erosion of civil society but a fundamental change (metamorphosis) of the civil structures. Formal associations are replaced by informal ones, extrinsic values by intrinsic ones, systematic relationships by occasionally ones.

After the break up in 1989 Eastern Europe had to cope even quicker than the West with the new needs of associations in a globalized world. Having discredited two thirds of the traditional triade of civil society they had to resort to the third one (religion) or to cope immediately with the new civic needs. 

Especially the Russian youth had and has to cope with the new needs of civil structures. Together with the Soviet system in 1991 the central organisation of youth activity was wiped out. There is no way back – the Russian youth has to play the game with the new rules. And it is the role of the state that the youth does not misuse the new civic rules for uncivic purposes. 
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