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Abstract 

This essay systematically structures examples of physical violence within civil society. The 

three proposed categories are: Self-defending, Demarcation and Gang violence. To discuss the 

value related dimension of civil society the CSI 2003-2006 data indicator of non-violence 

within the civil society arena is surveyed. The finding is, besides the described violence 

within civil society, that civil society is in general a conflictual but non-violent arena. 
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Introduction 

This essay addresses the role of violence within civil society arenas of different countries by 

asking the following basic question: Is the concept which social scientists call civil society 

based on real civil societies (Alexander, J.C. 1998) and how non-violent are they? Moreover, 

under what circumstances is the civility of civil society at risk? Therefore, this essay aims to 

name some examples of violence within civil society. 

While studying the deeply historical concept of “civil” and the role of “civility” for my PhD 

dissertation, this paper refers to a specific indicator of the newly published CSI 2003-2006 

data. Instead of arguing for or against a normatively charged civility concept, I propose to 

evaluate the indicator of non-violence within the civil society arena surveyed by the CSI 

2003-2006 data as the most important single factor in answering the questions formulated 

above.  

However, this essay is not about proving that civil society is in most cases a non-violent 

arena, which the data surveyed clearly proves on a general level, but to learn about the 

phenomenon of violence within this arena by looking at examples. Asking if civil society is a 

society that is civil, is asking in what context it is not. What is the CSI data telling us about 

violence within different civil societies? Narrowing down this question to empirically 

surveyed data thanks to the various, easily accessible reports will help us to get some basic 

understanding of when and why violence appears within civil society arenas.  

The purpose of the next few paragraphs is to focus on the CSI indicator of non-violence 

within the civil society arena to identify the phenomenon of violence within civil societies and 



therefore worthwhile being addressed using the new published CSI 2003-2006 data. The 

proposed CSI indicator follows a specific question: How widespread is the use of violent 

means (such as damage to property or personal violence) among civil society actors to express 

their interests in the public sphere? From 2003 to 2006 research teams evaluated violence 

committed by civil society groups as reported by the public press through media surveys and 

interviews with regional stakeholders in several countries.  

Firstly, I will formulate three categories to structure the different types and reasons for 

violence systematically. Secondly, I will select interesting data points. Then the conclusion 

will address ways to continue the research further.  

 

Clues on understanding violence within civil society 

This essay is based on a single indicator of the new CSI 2003-2006 data. In order to structure 

the different types of violence, which appear within the data set, the following three 

categories locate examples of violence within the civil society arena systematically:  

1. Self-defending violence. Under this heading, I place examples of violent reactions to - in 

James Coleman's words - disjunction in a society (Coleman, J., 1990). The reasons for this 

sort of violence are conflicts within the mainly democratic negotiation process of different 

social groups and interests. The self-defending refers to the actors' own interpretation of the 

situation. 

For example, the data on Bolivia shows protest taking the form of road blocks and marches 

leading to public disorder in the streets and main roads, principally on the country's main road 

network (La Paz-Cochabamba-Santa Cruz). In the case of Bolivia, these political actions are 

generally peaceful unless the police intervenes using violence to disperse the crowds and 

restore public order. This is the same type of violence as exercised during street 

demonstrations in Chile, where anti-globalization groups have also resorted to violent actions, 

with road blocks, broken billboards on the streets, graffiti, broken street lights, power cuts to 

public lighting systems, and verbal and sometimes physical aggression.  

The CSI reports point out that among the civil society actors who manifest a higher 

predisposition towards violence as a means of expressing their interests in the public arena, 

there often are university students, unions, indigenous associations and political parties. 

Another example for this type of violence is reported for Greece, where representatives of 



agricultural unions caused blockages on the national highways protesting against the national 

agricultural policy and the devaluation of prices of their products in 2004.  The Hong Kong 

report mentions “indigenous” groups, namely descendants of Chinese who had been living in 

Hong Kong well before the arrival of the British colonialists. The data tells us, that on several 

occasions in the 1990s, for example during campaigns against proposed legislation which 

may have threatened their traditional privileges, indigenous groups used relatively violent 

actions and language to defend their interests.  

Although civil society actions in Mongolia have generally been peaceful, the researchers 

report a worrying trend of escalating violence as powerless and frustrated citizens begin to use 

violence as a last resort. Members of the “Ariun Subarga” movement were reported to have 

attacked the “Mongol Gazar” mining companies camp and broken windows of their 

bulldozers by throwing stones. 

Another prime example is reported for Vietnam where the fight against land speculation has 

led to protests from those who have lost their land or feel under-compensated. The research 

team reports one of the better-known cases, which took place in December 2004 when 400 

people clashed with security guards at the opening ceremony for a new golf course built with 

foreign funds in a province near Hanoi. The protestors were dissatisfied with the 

compensation they had received for the expropriated land. 

2. Demarcation violence. Here the conflicts follow a discourse of us against the demonized 

ethnic or political other. These violent acts are based on the wish of segregation instead of 

integration. Unlike the first category, the conflict is not fought vaguely within the democratic 

arena – in fact, the goal is to fight the democratic arena itself. 

As an example, the research team for Azerbaijan mentions the mainly ethno-separatist 

movements and organizations such as Sadval and some religious groupings, in particular 

Vahhabits who resort to violent means and ideas. The most relevant examples in Serbia - 

besides Skinheads, who are placed in category three – are the “Obraz”, a fascist organization.  

In India violent forces are mostly concentrated in radical groups like the Naxalite groups and 

the Maoist groups. They are driven by radical ideologies and see demarcation as a solution to 

their problems. Comparable groups exist in Indonesia. The country report mentions 

community groups, such as Forum Betawi Rempuk (FBR) and Front Pembela Islam (FPI), 

who took to the streets and committed violent acts including vandalizing public property and 

involvement in fights against other individuals or police officers. Here, like in other countries 



too, civil society in general firmly rejects and denounces the use of violence by groups in the 

community (Suryaningati, 2003).  

3. Gang violence.  Two important reasons for this sort of violence are for the context 

discussed on the one hand an individualistic pragmatism, making profit through illegal action 

as for example mafia members do, and on the other hand a collectivist moral absolutism 

which assures at least temporary inclusion in a social group. Among the negative forces are 

mafia-like drug rings, organized prostitution and the trafficking of women. Violence and 

criminality amongst youth groups is also mentioned in the data set, often related to drugs, too. 

Nevertheless, there are also gangs of sports supporters such as “Los de Abajo” (The 

Underdogs), and “La Garra Blanca” (White Claw) known in Chile. One could argue that parts 

of these gangs have political aims and must be placed in category one, because they articulate 

for example left-wing ideas like the “Los de Abajos” - they were born in the Pinochet 

dictatorship - but this is unclear. The research team for Cyprus (South) agreed that football 

violence is significant enough to be mentioned in their report. 

Under the category of gang violence a lot of criminal activities must be mentioned, for 

instance the crimes committed by gangs in some rural areas of China. In Croatia, the 

widespread use of violence in society is reported as being significant. The data points out that 

the consequences of the war on Croatians' independence are still visible in the high use of 

firearms and the widespread use of violence in society in general. While left-wing extremism 

extends to violence during organized mass events such as street parties and is therefore placed 

in category one, right-wing violence is decentralized and more gang like as the Czech 

Republic report points out. In Ghana, unlike in other country reports, only 35% of 

respondents were of the opinion that the use of violence among civil society actors was very 

rare. The youth wings of political groups were mentioned during the regional stakeholder 

consultations as major culprits in this regard. Again here there is an overlapping with category 

one. 

The Netherlands case, too, needs further discussion. The examples of violent events include 

those in the weeks following the murder of filmmaker Theo van Gogh on 2
nd

 November 2004. 

The report refers to 174 violent incidents in November 2004 and continues arguing that this is 

an extremely large number of incidents for the Netherlands. The report goes on that in only 

20% of these cases, native Dutch were targets, while Muslims were targets in more than 60%. 

The interpretation of these acts of violence as gang violence, seems to be too narrow from a 



sociological point of view, considering the Theo van Gogh murder and the media reports on 

this tragedy. But hooliganism and sporadic violence against minorities such as Jews or 

homosexuals can be placed in this third category because most of the acts of violence 

mentioned, seem to have been carried out by individuals and unorganized groups. 

In Russia the murders of foreign students, especially those of Asian and African descent, by 

the “SkinHead” extremist group is reported and in Uruguay the most frequent examples 

mentioned by stakeholders are violent actions of football hooligans and street gangs.  

To finish, I want to mention the report on Montenegro where the most vivid example refers to 

the criminal act of football fans named the “Barbarians”. According to reports, on 19
th

 of 

November 2004, part of this group tried to attack a homosexual from Serbia, Mr Atila Kovac 

(Editor in Chief of a magazine for homosexuals called 'Decko'). In the context of civil society 

research and in the wider context of my dissertation research concerning the term civility, this 

example involving a group who call themselves “Barbarians” leaves a nasty taste.  

 

Conclusion  

This essay points out examples of violence within the usually non-violent civil societies. But 

to make it very clear: In general, civil society actors do not practice violent methods in 

expressing their positions. Interpretation of the data shows, that even if civil society is a 

conflictual arena, violence within this arena is a rare phenomenon. This is a fact based on the 

CSI data 2003-2006. In order to understand different types and reasons of violence and also to 

select examples mentioned in the CSI, self-defending violence within the democratic arena has 

to be interpreted differently from demarcation violence or gang violence. And there are 

further categorizations to be added.  

The CSI 2003-2006 data makes a first effort in empirically addressing the very sensitive, 

value related dimension of civil society. During the last two decades, research on civil society 

has focused on the structural, legal and impact related dimensions of this phenomenon. But 

there is a lack of data when it comes to the value related dimension (Anheier 2004: 32).  

This essay, based on the new CSI 2003-2006 data, calls for a first conclusion: Civil society is 

a conflictual arena, but the characteristic of this arena is that it generally institutionalizes 

conflicts. The data reports highlight examples, some more some less violent, where this 

institutionalization process worked out in a sometimes non-violent but sometimes 



unfortunately rather violent way. Therefore, research must not survey who is part of civil 

society solely according to the actor's proclaimed aims. Instead, the means of the players 

should be placed at the center of the analysis. Referring to a theoretical framework which 

does not neglect the value related dimension of civil society, further research could avoid that 

for example international criminal organizations, hate groups, INGOs and International 

Foundations are all placed under the same descriptive category named civil society.  

 

Data Source 

Data retrieved from http://civicus.org/csi-phase1/index.php in October 2009. 

 

Literature 

Alexander, J. C. (1998): Real Civil Societies. The Dilemmas of Institutionalization. London: 

Sage. 

Anheier, H. K. (2004). Civil Society: Measurement, Evaluation, Policy. London: Earthscan. 

Coleman, J. S. (1990): Foundations of social theory. Massachusetts: Harvard Press. 

Suryaningati, A., Ibrahim, R., Malik, T. (2003). Indonesia – Background Paper. Asia Pacific 

Philanthropy Conference (APPC). 

 

 

 


