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Definitions of Civil Society 

Definitions matter, for a number of reasons. The definition of civil 
society is one of the more important problems in moral, social, and 
political thought. One answer is simply to stipulate how one will 
use the term, but, as logicians insist, whether stipulative definitions 
"are clear or unclear, advantageous or disadvantageous, or the like, 
are factual questions."2 Steven Scalet and David Schmidtz deal
straightforwardly with this very thorny problem, by stipulating that 

[ c ]ivil society is that community ... [that] delegates authority 
to government, and is the body within which ultimate 
authority resides. Civil society retains the right to dismiss 
those whom it hires to provide it with governance. In this 
sense, classical liberals typically use the term "civil society" 
to refer to anything but government; businesses, schools, 
clubs, unions, media, churches, charities, libraries, and any 
other nongovernmental forms of organization through which 
a community's members relate to each other. Civil society is 
in this sense a cluster concept. It refers to a cluster of things 
that bear a family resemblance to each other but share no 
common essence, apart from being nongovernmental forms 
of association.3 

Scalet and Schmidtz did not have the space to defend their defini­
tion of civil society, to show why it is clear and advantageous, so 
the task falls to me. Their definition is superior to most common 
contemporary competing definitions because it is both consistent 
with a very long tradition, and therefore with most usage of the 
term, and because it satisfies the criteria of a good definition in ways 
that other proposed definitions do not. 

Will Kyrnlicka, in his contribution to the same volume,4 stipulates 
that by civil society he intends "Associational Life," which he distin­
guishes from "The State" and from "The Economy." The state can 
at least be understood as an organization, but seeing "The Economy" 
in this way reveals a socialist understanding of human interaction. 
It excludes from civil society all of the many forms of association 
(partnerships, cooperatives, stock markets, unions, joint-stock com­
panies, etc.) organized for purposes of mutual benefit, all of which 
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will function on its own, but when your needs, income or 
space available augment, you can buy another bit. It will fit 
in with the one acquired previously, and the whole thing 
will still have a coherence, aesthetically and technically. You 
can combine and recombine the bits at will .... What genuine 
Civil Society really requires is not modular furniture, but 
modular man.42 

Gellner's point is that in civil society one can form attachments 
of one's own choosing; one can recombine them in new ways; and 
one can withdraw from them without thereby withdrawing from 
the civil society as an order of relations, as would be the case in a 
little gatherer /hunter band or perhaps a primitive society, at least, 
as they are conceived by organicists. 

What makes this dazzling complexity and wide range of voluntary 
human association possible is liberty in the enjoyment of one's "civil 
rights," a term that has been degraded in meaning in recent years. 
From a term for the wide range of rights enjoyed by those in civil 
societies, "civil rights" has come in the United States to be used 
almost solely to refer to immunity from discrimination, while "civil 
liberties" has come to refer to a narrow-albeit important-set of 
rights, typically those of greatest importance to intellectuals. In a 
gathering of intellectuals there is often wide agreement to extend 
freedom primarily (or even only) to what intellectuals do-speak 
and write-just as in a gathering of farmers a consensus might be 
found to limit freedom to what farmers do. Limiting civil rights to 
those involved in speaking or writing is a dangerous and selfish 
conceit. It is only rarely criticized, but then, criticism is almost by 
definition the exclusive product of intellectuals.43 
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