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Civil Society: Theory and Practice

Sunil Khilnani

As T sat down to write these personal impressions of the Conference on
Cfvil Society held in May this year, news reached me of the passing away of
Professor Masao Maruyama. Civil society was of course one of his great themes and
I can think of no other Asian intellectual whose work, over more than fifty years,
manifested so consistent a commifment to the idea of civil society. He saw the
presence of civil society as the foundation for intellectual and political
liberty, upon which in turn a democratic society rested. While in Japan last May,
I felt very strongly the sense in which he was the presiding spirit of our
conference. In his ability to combine magisterial scholarship with pointed
political intervention, Professor Maruyama offered a model of intellectual
activity. He showed how an intellectual can and must have a role to play in the
wider and often ‘turbulent life of the society in which he lives; but he also
exemplified a modesty about what the extent of that role could be. 1 of course
never knew Professor Maruyama, except through his works; but the opportunity I
have had, through the conference and through my friendships over the past few
years, to be in contact with students of Professor Maruyama or those who have been
influenced by his work and example, I feel has given me a glimpse of his spirit,
and a sense of hov it continues to animate intellectual life in Japan.

Although Professor Maruyama is best known outside in Japan for his work
on Japanese intellectval history, his contribution to the methodelogy of
intellectual history was equally significant. [ found the wide and fascinating
range of papers at the Conference, which examined the notion of civil society
across a several intellectual and political traditions (including the Marxist and
French traditions, Fukuzawa, and Post-war Japan), as well as across different
civilizations and historical-political contexts (China, Islam, and Russia) to be
exhilarating. The variety of papers, and the discussion they provoked, also
convinced me of the importance of the subject matter. But there were also, I felt,
some fundamental analytic questions that were raised. For example, is civil society
a determinate tool of conceptual analysis, through which precise comparative
research can be undertaken? Like democracy, civil society is a term that has
traveled far from its original contexts of use; even within Western political
theory, the term has no consistent or constant meaning across the various
traditions that have given it importance—for example, the Lockean, Montesquieuan,
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or Hegelian traditions. It i's not a tidy concept, and, in a sense, that is precisely
the source of its political power: its plasticity, which has encouraged people in
very different contexts to take it up and try to do various things with it.

It seems to me that civil society is not a concept whose history is
confined to texts, and for political theorists engaged in analyzing this term in
the wide variety of non-western contexts, it seems less appropriate to take a
purely textual approach, to look for analogues or ‘translations’ of the concept
in the texts of a particular intellectual tradition. The history of concepts is
not only a textual history: it is also the history of practices. It would seem to
me that in trying to find forms of and resources for civil society in non-western
locations, political theorists might usefully broaden their approach. They could
focus on practices, and try to elicit from certain practices the structures of
reaning through which people in different times and places conceptualize their
world and its possibilities. For example, in thinking about the possibilities of
a ‘public sphere’.in non-western contexts, one could try to widen the Habermasian
perspective, and look at ways in which physical space is used and conceptualized
in different societies: what sorts of spaces are recognized as ‘common’ or public,
for what sorts of activity, and so on.

The meaning of civil society is today a point of active dispute:
international development agencies claim to propagate civil society, while in
different locations populist social movements, religious fundamentalists, and
democrats all seek to appropriate the term. Civil society is a term that is
constituted out of many voices; it has toc many meanings, too much life invested
in it. Political theorists and intellectual historians cannot hope offer some
precise, stipulative meanings for the concept. But we can provide clear accounts
of -how ‘the -term has been used for a variety of purposes by human beings in very
different contexts; and we can also offer arguments for how one might use the term
today. In doing the latter, it seems to me that we must seek to persuade as
citizens, not as experts.

My strong sense of the Conference was of a very lively, stimulating and
fraternal occasion, one which I felt enormously privileged to attend. I hope that
there will be opportunities in the future to resume the many conversations that
were initiated in the course of the meeting. [ would like once again to express
ny thanks to the officers and members of the Japanese Conference for the Study of
Political Thought, and especially to Professor Matsumoto, for inviting me to share
in such an enjoyable and instructive event.
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Impressions and Thoughts on the Present State

of the History of Western Political Thought in Japan
Melvin Richter

Although a few weeks a scarcely qualifies me as an authority on the
state of my subject in the many Japanese universities, I am happy to pass on my
impressions about the history of western political and social thought as practiced
in Japan. On the whole, I was very much impressed both by the existing state of
knowledge and by the research projects about which I was told. Insofar as the
history of western thought is concerned, my Japanese colleagues seem to be very
well informed about the literature and the key issues, as well as about the
scholars abroad associated with these studies. For example, after several of my
talks, there were very specific, pointed questions about my views of Edward Said’'s
Orientalism and Culture and Imperialism. As for the graduate students I met, whether
writing their dissertations in Japan, or at universities abroad, they seem to have
chosen important topics, and to have developed the language and other skills
requisite to research. I was also struck by the interest of both senior professors
and their junior colleagues and students in learning about the latest work abroad
on their fields of specialization.

" " Both  my wife and [ were also impressed by the dedication to
professional goals despite teaching loads, which relative to American standards,
are-heavy. Particularly impressive-was the setting within which I gave papers, the
study groups which meet on Saturdays. In the United States, few university
teachars would be Willing *to devote mich of a weekend day to serious discussion.
Inereasingl¥,  American scademic meetings are dominated by progranms -in which there
are” too many papers, and not enough time for any of them to be discussed
sériously: My wife ‘and’[ weré most ‘gratified by the opportunity to have sustained
consideration-of ‘the ‘papers 'we had written.

- One condition which we regretted was the fact that relatively few of
our- Japanese ‘colléagies seem to write in western languages. This means that their
real achievements go umoticed elsewhere in the world. Although long-term planning
and commitment would be necessary to further language skills, this would seem to
be necessary if Japanese research discoveries are to receive the recognition they
deserve outside their country. Those senior scholars who publish in other languages
have already set a notable example, which bas clearly inspired a number of their
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students to study abroad and write their dissertations in the language of the
universities they have attended.’
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The Review of Politicskkb. TEEHEBI DL > REENH HE LEDT, B !
SEENELET. 28, BEAWSOLH LB The Review df PoliticssElio BEWW=-LE T,

"Non-Western” Political Thought
Special Issue
CALL FOR PAPERS

The Review of Politics plans to publish in the summer of 1997 a special
issue on contemporary "non-Western® political thought. The issue will focus on
contributions deriving from, or inspired by, the philosophical traditions of the
Middle East, South Asia, and East Asia. We welcome manuscripts exploring the
relevance of these traditions to contemporary theoretical and practical-political
issues or comparing these traditions among themselves or with other world
traditions. We encourage letters (preferably with a brief abstract) indicating an

intention to submit a manuscript. Manuscripts should be received by January 15,
1997.

Fred R. Dallmayr
Peter R. Moody, Jr.
Guest Editors

BOX B, NOTRE DAME, INDIANA 46556-5629 PHONE (219)631-6623
PAX(219)631-8609 E-MAIL:ROP,Editor.énd. edu
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