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Irish civil society is most usefully understood in the historical trajectory of its wider 
nexus of state/society/market1. An active civil society first contributed to the 
foundation of, and was later significantly shaped by an emerging Irish post colonial 
state. Key markers of this new state were its insular and populist culture, a 
patriarchal Catholic Church, and continued contestation regarding Northern 
Ireland. The different stages in the state’s relationship to the international political 
economy were marked by early periods of isolationism, followed since the late 
1940’s by an increasingly open and liberal trade policy and a proactive perusal of 
foreign investment. While membership of the EU exposed the state to social 
democratic values, Anglo Saxon liberal individualism remains the greater 
influence.     
 
The present context for civil society is a small island with a remarkably open neo-
liberal economy, a mixed welfare state and a set of political institutions (PRSTV, 
centralism, corporatism) that nurture and embed a clientelistic, parochial and 
populist political culture. We are taught I scath a cheile a mhaireann na daoine that 
“we live in each other's shadows" and Ni neart go cur le cheile, that “There is not 
strength without unity”. Such rhetoric shaped the character of Irish civil society. 
The impact of populism manifests itself in an absence of class politics and a stress 
on national interests. The irony is that a perceived homogeneous population 
coexists with a highly contingent welfare system that differentiates and separates 
citizens in a highly unequal society and economy. Irish civil society is 
characterised by a number of key absences, including absences of ideology and 
ideas, conflict and political dynamic, public discourse and debate. It is a splintered, 
contingent civil society with little history of progressive alliances.         
 
This historical and institutional setting and the wider nexus of state/society/market 
is crucial in understanding the capacity of Irish civil society to respond to its 
contemporary challenge. The challenge for civil society is to provide alternative 
ideas and societal pressure to force the state to embed the economy to serve the 
interest of society. Recent disabling by the state of civil society, dismantling of its 
infrastructure and marginalisation of dissent might be seen as a state response to 
the growing strength of civil society.  Recent cutbacks are not an outcome of the 
recession, rather recession provides a smokescreen for an ideological agenda 
visible since 2002 which has been characterised by Harvey as the state “striking 
back”, trying to close down ideas, conflict, political dynamic, public debate and 
progressive alliances that had been emerging from parts of civil society. This is 
what we might expect from a populist state which has always sought to shape civil 
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society to meet its needs and we should expect more institutional reform, 
legislation and funding controls2. However these changes also impact on the nature 
of the state which increasingly relies on civil society to deliver services and to 
create the public democracy on which the state depends for its legitimacy. Some 
emerging challenges are now discussed in this state/market/society framework.   
 
State 
The state’s attempts to shape civil society take place in the context of shifts in 
‘governance’ where distinctions between state, market and society is blurred. We 
have NGOs, QUANGOS and GONGOs3 and philanthropic organisations are an 
increasing part of this emerging landscape. The Irish state has been described as a 
teenager. In the next decade it will come of age. The 1937 Constitution will be 75 
in 2012; 2016 and 2022 are key dates for national reflection. Opposition parties 
have offered ‘constitution days’ and ‘citizens’ assemblies’ as processes to renew 
and reform the constitution. Various public debates and public literatures have 
used the language of ‘renewing the republic’, a ‘new republic’ and ‘second 
republic’ to visualise this coming of age.  This debate has been largely one of 
academic and political elites. How will civil society influence this debate, does it 
have ideas and alternatives? Discussion of political reform has mainly centred on 
the effective functioning of representative institutions. It is vital to widen the 
discussion to reforms that might enable a more meaningful political democracy and 
social engagement.  Political reform of any kind will only come if there is sufficient 
demand from below.  In November a progressive alliance of civil society 
organisations is attempting to influence this debate under the rubric of ‘Proclaiming 
our Future’.    
 
Market 
How the Irish economy emerges from this crisis is critical for future economic, 
social and economic sustainability, different policy responses will benefit or 
disadvantage different groups. This counter narrative about alternatives to market-
led responses is largely absent and civil society needs support to rise to the 
occasion.  There is little awareness, for example, of the gendered nature of the 
economy, the recession or policy responses to the recession.  Irish civil society is 
overshadowed by the context of a neo-liberal state where the free market 
dominates as the mechanism to meet social needs. Responding to the crisis, the 
Your Country Your Call project suggests the construction of an entrepreneurial or 
‘economic citizen’ and increasingly economic participation is seen as the only 
viable route out of poverty and into inclusion. There is an absence of alternative, 
social economy or social market approaches to meeting social needs4. Civil society 
has a role in creating alternatives.   
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Society 
What do we mean by civil society? Harvey5 reflects on the composition of civil 
society actors shifting from ‘activists’ to ‘career professionals’. Recent public debate 
focused on the challenge of maintaining the ‘voluntary’ nature of civil activity and 
stressed the ‘communitarian citizen’ but Gaynor (2009)6 reflects how policy has 
focused very much on service delivery-oriented volunteering and ignored the role 
civil society plays in enabling active citizenship as public participatory democracy. 
Kabeer (2005)7, argues justice, recognition, self determination and solidarity are the 
basis of an inclusive ideology of citizenship. The right to self determination is 
consistent with the notion of active society debating viable alternatives for 
democracy to choose between (Dorling 2010)8.  Can the challenge of civil society 
be shifted from maintaining volunteering and service delivery (Developmental 
Welfare State) and towards the space from which self determining individuals 
imagine and work towards the good society? Where are we all as unpaid citizens in 
this debate? What are our ideas and alternatives? Do we censor ourselves?    
 
Inequality        
While the 1980s focused on economic justice, the 1990s project of building an 
equality infrastructure placed more focus on recognition of status. Absence of class 
or socio-economic status in the equality framework artificially disconnected justice 
and recognition agendas. This is symbolised most around issues of ‘right to work’ 
where class, gender and migration issues clash around access to resources and 
rights. Recession deepens the likelihood of the splintering of fragile equality 
alliances.  A principle of solidarity offers the opportunity to reconnect and build 
alternatives that meaningfully engage the interface of redistribution and 
recognition. This raises the question of how to reconcile principles of justice, 
recognition and solidarity with meaningful mechanisms of social engagement that 
enable representation and participation in democracy. Participation inequality 
mirrors both economic and status inequality. Participation in civil society is very 
marked by inequalities in gender, ethnicity, (dis)ability and most of all, class. What 
methods of enabling participation create the most active but also inclusive society? 
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Citizenship in a populist state    
We need to be critically self aware about how living on a small populist island 
community frames our lives as citizens in civil society. Close proximity means 
conflict is personalised and framed as against ‘the national interest’. We need to 
learn from our own history and from examples of civil societies elsewhere who 
have successfully impacted on the shaping of macro national development.  We 
need to strive for an ‘active society’. This is not a state funded civil society, a 
society with high levels of volunteering or high volumes of third sector service 
delivery. It is a highly participative citizenry with high levels of social engagement 
where citizens articulate how they want their state to shape their economy and 
national development. ‘In the national interest’, our collective and individual 
challenge as civil society and citizens is not to be silent but to imagine better 
alternatives, build progressive alliances and claim our space in political debate.   
      

Bíonn ciúin ciontach - The quiet are 
guilty"  

 

 


