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This article tries to conceptually lay down the troubled relations between civil society and
social movements within authoritarian regimes. This is done by, first, bringing clarity to the
conceptual relationship between civil society and social movement and, then, applying it to
the authoritarian context, still theoretically. Following the “hints” of the Eastern European
intellectuals of the late 1970s and the 1980s and building on the appropriation of
Durkheim’s differentiation between mechanical solidarity and organic solidarity, the
article distinguishes two types of solidarity: associative solidarity and action and
collective solidarity and action. Civil society is proposed to emerge on associative
solidarities (and their actions), while social movements build on collective solidarities
(and their actions). Furthermore, associative and collective actions are identified to be
progressive and transgressive, respectively. Consequently, the proposed theoretical
account is applied theoretically to the authoritarian context and several hypotheses are
proposed on the relationship between civil society and pro-democracy movement within
authoritarian regimes.
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INTRODUCTION

The dominant narrative of civil society that emerged since the revival of the concept of the civil
society reflects the particular experience of Eastern Europe in the 1980s. This particular experience,
which was in the authoritarian context, has established civil society as in a constant struggle with the
regime, ending with the toppling of the latter and opening the way to democratization by first
installing formal democratic institutions. Such a narrative of civil society, which can be found both in
liberal and republican views as discussed in the following section, leads to conceptual perplexity
about the difference between civil society and pro-democracy movement. Are we referring to the
same phenomena by both concepts? Or, to what extent and in what way do these two concepts
overlap? How do civil society and pro-democracy movements relate to each other in the
authoritarian context?

To answer these questions, the following section briefly reviews the extant literature on civil
society and social movements and identifies in what core attributes they overlap. It is argued that the
reason for the confusion about the relationship between these two concepts lies in their two core
attributes: voluntary coming together for a common purpose and the locus of it being beyond the
state, market, and family. This seemingly overlap is here referred to as the moment of confusion. It is
demonstrated that scholarly efforts to bridge the gap between the two strands of literature—civil
society and social movements—have been in vain. They rather only exasperated this confusion.
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Following the literature review, the author introduces a new
account of his own. The proposed account follows “hints”
received from the radical democratic view of Eastern European
intellectuals in the late 1970s and 1980s, as discussed in the
literature review section, and builds on the appropriation of
Durkheim’s differentiation between mechanical societies and
organic societies. Additionally, it borrows some
complementary insights from the organization theory.

In the proposed account, the above-discussed two attributes,
core to both concepts, are differentiated without changing their
overall frameworks. It is argued that the problem is not about
empirical measurement and, therefore, cannot be solved by
conducting more empirical studies. However, it is also not
argued that a categorical error—that is, treating the same
phenomena as if they are different—is the case. The problem
is found to be in theoretical imprecision, and the solution offered
aims to demonstrate how voluntary coming together for a
common purpose—understood here as solidarity—may receive
two different qualities and their locus may differ accordingly.

More specifically speaking, associative solidarity (and action),
on which civil society emerges, is distinguished from collective
solidarity (and action), on which social movements are built.
Consequently, associative solidarity (and action) is suggested to
be progressive in nature, which contrasts the transgressive nature
of social movements. Finally, in this section, the conditions under
which one transforms into the other are discussed.

Although the above-mentioned confusion is not exclusive to
authoritarian regimes, as argued, this confusion becomes more
visible in the authoritarian regime context. In other words,
differentiating between civil society and pro-democracy social
movement becomes more problematical in the authoritarian
regime context.

After introducing a new account on solidarity and action, the
fourth section first identifies several types of pro-democracy
movements in general, distinguishes pro-democracy
movements within authoritarian regimes from the other types,
and, consequently, explores the implications of the previously
proposed account of solidarity and action for civil society and
pro-democracy movements within authoritarian regimes. The
overall implication of the proposed account is that it allows for
the conceptualization of dynamism between civil society and pro-
democracy movements within authoritarian regimes. Thus, it
becomes possible to look for factors that condition this
dynamism. The dynamism between civil society and the pro-
democracy movement is understood to be two ways: the
colonization of the former by the latter and the absorption of
the latter within the former. Several factors are suggested to
condition this dynamism possibly in both ways. Overall, it is
proposed that the absence of necessity for elaborating the details
of the democratic goal may establish high transformability in
either direction between civil society and pro-democracy
movement within authoritarian regimes. However, some more
factors need to be identified that determine the direction of
influence between the two. First, the institutionalization of
civil society organizations understood as a quality in a given
time is supposed to be weaker under the pressure of the
authoritarian regime, therefore making them vulnerable to

penetration by pro-democracy movements. Secondly, the
cooptation of civil society by the state is suggested to be
another factor preventing associative action in civil society
from transforming into collective action.

Similarly, four factors are proposed to condition the
absorption or gradual establishment of the pro-democracy
movement as part of civil society: the capacity of civil society
to accommodate newcomers; the width of opportunities to
establish new associations; the availability of alternative
funding mechanisms; some freedom for meaningful associations.

Overall, the proposed account provides the necessary
conceptualization for distinguishing between civil society and
pro-democracy movement, which are often taken mutually
exchangeable, and allows for theorizing the relationship
between them. Proposals made regarding the civil society–pro-
democracy movement relationship are of a measurable kind and
can be tested in empirical studies.

The proposed account is based on engagement in abstract
deduction and imaginative production of insights while
respecting accepted relevant cautions such as those offered by
List and Valentini (2016). It is ensured that the proposed
theoretical arguments respect the sense of general intuition,
have logical internal consistency, and are overall related well
with the general framework found in the literature on the topic.
When providing new concepts, efforts are put to define them as
neither “too thick” nor too “thin” to be useful for abstract
thinking and applicable in empirical studies.

LITERATURE REVIEW

This section briefly discusses two sources in the literature that are
identified to have contributed to the current conceptual
ambiguity about how civil society and pro-democracy social
movements relate to each other. Although these are by no
means only theoretical reasons for this ambiguity, they are the
major and directly concerning ones. The first of them concerns
two key qualities that were lost in the conception of civil society
when it was borrowed in West in the 1980s and 1990s. The
current state of grand theorising on civil society, which is broadly
accepted as mission accomplie, has further cemented these losses.
The second source of this ambiguity is found to be the overlap
between the two core attributes of the concepts of civil society.
The following paragraphs first provide a brief summary of these
two sources of ambiguity and, consequently, analytically explore
how they are related to each other.

Since its revival in the Polish Solidarnost movement in the late
1980s, the concept of civil society received considerable attention
in both scholarly research and practice. Although it emerged in its
radical democratic interpretation (Baker, 2003), soon,
interpretations emerged in both republican (e.g., Walzer, 1991;
Putnam et al., 1993; Barber, 1995; Foley and Edwards, 1996;
Young I. M., 2000; Putnam, 2000) and liberal (Cohen and Arato,
1992; Green, 1993; Thomas, 1997; Jensen, 2011) traditions of
thought with its travel to the West. Polish intellectuals, who
revived it, embedded the concept in a radical democratic view in
which evolutionism was preferred over revolutionism, put the
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emphasis more on society rather than the state, and, above all,
promoted self-limitation of civil society—that is, avoiding
addressing regime change directly. For Polish intellectuals,
changing the regime was not substantively radical enough.
Instead of the political regime, they targeted the society itself.
Polish evolutionism was about society’s evolution rather than the
evolution of the political elite. The former was thought to bring
about the latter over time, and targeting the political regime was
seen as disrupting this process. Societal evolutionism and self-
limitation were not just a tactical choice made in front of the
social regime, which was difficult to confront, as the
Czechoslovakia case demonstrated. Rather, it had a normative
basis (Baker, 2003, pp. 13–29). With the appropriation of the
concept within the liberal and the republican views, two key
characteristics of its radical democratic conception, namely, self-
limitation, or self-restraint, and evolutionism, have been lost,
making the authoritarian state the target of civil society and
linking its function to the quality of political regime. As a result,
not only have the anti-statist and society-first emphases been
abandoned but also the boundary between the political sphere
and the civil sphere is lost. Although it is not considered to be
formally in political competition, civil society emerged as in a
constant open struggle with the authoritarian regime. In this view,
it, thus, becomes impossible to differentiate between civil society
and a political movement that can be labeled as pro-democracy.

The abandonment of self-restraint and society-focused
evolutionism in the conception of civil society develops in the
following way. In the liberal view, civil society is seen as the sphere
where individuals pursue their visions of the good life for which
the institution of rights is the major requirement. The major task
of the state is to protect the institution of rights. Thus, when the
authoritarian regime curbs rights—when the liberal view of civil
society is applied to the authoritarian context—civil society
emerges as a sphere where citizens organize their struggle to
win back their rights or respect for them. Thus, in the liberal view,
the preparation of individuals for such a struggle, mobilizing
citizens, and detecting, reprimanding, and rebuking the abuse of
rights by the state emerge as the major task within civil society.
No cooperation seems visible between civil society and the state in
this view. However, civil society becomes oriented towards the
state because the state, rather than society, becomes the target of
civil society, and the installation of formal democratic institutions
emerges as the primary goal of civil society. Although the issue of
rights and democracy has equal significance in the republican
view, the state-civil society relationship, in this view, is not
exclusively conflictual, as some cooperation on the common
societal goals other than the issues of rights, such as
improving the socio-economic conditions, is permissible. To
sum up, in the republican view, the state is the target of not
only criticism coming from civil society but also that support for
achieving what might be accepted as common goals of society. As
these discussions may suggest, a pro-democracy movement
within the authoritarian regime cannot be distinguished from
civil society; rather, it is seen to emerge from within civil society.
What distinguished the radical democratic view in this regard was
that its self-restraint and society-focused evolutionism attributed
to civil society create theoretical opportunity to distinguish civil

society from a pro-democracy movement directly targeting the
authoritarian regime and seeking to change the political regimes.

Sociological perspectives on civil society range from the third
sector perspective, which focuses exclusively on an institutionally
defined field (e.g., van Til (1988); Evers and Laville (2004);
Brandsen et al. (2005); Valentinov (2009); van Til (2009);
Vaceková and Plaček (2020); Young D. R. (2000)), to the
strategic action field (e.g., Klein and Lee, 2019), which sees
civil society as consisting of organizations acting with
knowledge of one another under a set of common
understandings about the purposes of the field, the
relationships in the field, and the field’s rules (Fligstein and
McAdam, 2011; Fligstein and McAdam, 2015), to the arena
approach, as shown in Heinrich (2005), that places it between
the state, the market, and family in which citizens pursue their
interests and, therefore, bears strong similarities to both
Gramscian and neo-Gramscian views (e.g., Buttigieg, 1995;
César Souza Ramos, 2006; Landau, 2008; Tocco, 2014;
Whitehead, 2015; Fonseca, 2018), and to the sphere
(Alexander, 2006; Alexander and Tognato, 2018; Alexander
et al., 2019a; Alexander et al., 2019b; Alexander et al., 2020;
Tognato et al., 2020) approach that includes diverse institutions
outside the state apparatus and the market, norms, legal codes,
and public opinion through which a civil code finds its
expression, and, finally, as broad as to mean society’s overall
quality. There appears to be a noticeably established consensus
among scholars within all these theoretical interpretations and
sociological perspectives. Whether it is defined as a domain or an
agent, it captures the phenomenon of people’s coming together
for a common purpose outside the state, the market, and the
family. Two core attributes can be identified: coming together for
a common purpose and the fixed locus that is outside the state,
the market, and the family. The availability of this minimum
specification within all its interpretations and sociological
perspectives constitutes enough grounds for confusing how the
concept of civil society relates to the concept of social movement.
Similarly, the locus of social movement is defined outside the
state, the market, and family, and as a collective action, it brings
people together for a cause. The literature on social movements
offers a very wide range of approaches, and their categorizations
are numerous. Since it is not the purpose of this paper to provide
an in-depth literature review and, consequently, a new taxonomy
of social movements, which would add to many existing
taxonomies, the following paragraph establishes briefly how
these two core attributes are considered in the
conceptualization of social movements.

People coming together for a common purpose of social
movements and the locus outside the state and the market are
such a common element to all the various definitions of social
movement that it does not necessitate any comprehensive review
of the literature to establish that. Moreover, for this reason, they
do not receive any elaborate attention, as most of the emphasis is
on other qualities, such as contention. For instance, it is suggested
that one very common element that can be found in whatsoever
definition of social movement is deployed: “promoting or
resisting change to some aspect of the world” (Snow et al.,
2019, p. 7). Della Porta and Diani (2006) have identified social
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movements as distinct social and political processes characterized
by their conflictual relations with the power, differentiating them
from other collective actions that are non-conflictual or non-
contentious. McAdam et al. (2001) have focused particularly on
this contentious aspect of social movements, which has two kinds:
transgressive and contained depending on whether new actors are
involved or not.

Although contentious or conflictual nature is the element
that is emphasized, it presumes two more elements: the presence
of collectivity behind and the locus of the action outside the
institutional or organizational channels existing in society
(Snow et al., 2019, p. 10). Collectivity is understood as two
or more people coming together to pursue a common objective
through joint action (Snow et al., 2019, pp. 5–6). As both the
state and the market are institutional and organization domains,
extra-institutionality can be understood outside the state and
the market. Coming together because of common and
overlapping interests and values—what defines joint
action—has also been highlighted by Tarrow (2011, pp.
10–11). In his introduction to The Palgrave Handbook of
Social Movements, Revolution, and Social Transformation,
Berberoglu has defined social movements as collective
political action, or the coming together of a large number of
masses, to express outrage against dominant classes and powers,
the reasons of which are exploitation or oppression (Berberoglu,
2019, p. 3). Similarly, Almeida (2019) has seen social movement
as the voluntary coming of people together in joint action, rising
from excluded social groups and social, economic, and
environmental harms. In his 1978 book entitled From
Mobilization to Revolution, Tilly (1978) has identified
collective action, which constitutes one of the components of
social movement, as people acting together in pursuit of
common interests.

People coming together for a common purpose has been
established on two grounds, opportunities and identity, which
reflect two broad groups of theories. One group emphasizes
resource organization—opportunities—as the major explaining
factor that fits well with classic social movements of labor and
national types. The other group brings in the role of identity
following new social movements emerging, particularly from
Europe in the 1960s and 1970s. Tilly (2004), which, through
historical analysis, probes into the formation, internal structure,
and claims of social movements and their relationship with the
political society, has represented the former, while McGarry and
Jasper (2015) have discussed how identity and identification
mechanisms function between collective action and strategic
choice. As a third way, Meyer et al. (2002) have attempted to
bridge two different strands within the literature of social
movements.

To sum up, the literature has established collective action or
people voluntarily coming together for a common purpose, to it
put in a more general term, which is contentious and may build
on opportunities and the identity, as the basis of social
movements that emerge in an extra-institutional terrain, which
means outside the state and the market.

These two concepts—civil society and social
movement—appear to overlap in their two core attributes.

They both are suggested to emerge outside the state and the
market and build on the solidarity of people. These concepts,
of course, can be differentiated based on their other
characteristics. Nevertheless, differentiation of these two
concepts based on further specifications would still leave
this overlap confusingly unexplained, which is the major
reason for their interchangeable use in both practice and
scholarly literature.

Similarly, Della Porta has found empirical and theoretical
overlaps between civil society and social movement “puzzling”
and argued “when moving from scholarship to the ‘real’ world,”
the latter played the key role in the transition to democracy in
Eastern Europe (Della Porta, 2014, pp. 137–149). Although she
has emphasized the differences in the conceptualization of civil
society and social movement—the former is an institutionalized
field of tamed actors, while the latter is constituted of rebellious,
contentious, and grassroots groups—she has avoided further
explaining how these two potentially different worlds relate to
each other. Returning to the question again, recently, the author
has highlighted further specifications of the conceptions of civil
society and social movement and attempted to link them in “the
times of crisis” (Della Porta, 2020). Accordingly, the first
differentiating point is their diverging emphasis on autonomy
from the state and conflictual dynamism. Secondly, the author
highlighted civility and contentiousness as two, respectively,
distinguishing criteria. Thirdly, attention is drawn to the
differences in the forms and degrees of formal
institutionalization between civil society and social movement.
However, having highlighted that these distinguishing qualities
attributed to civil society and social movements, the author has
also pointed out the limits of these criteria when empirically
studied. As the author demonstrates, both “tamed” and
“institutionally formalized” social movements and contentious
civil society actors can be pointed out—what she captures as
“hybridization.” Hybridization has come, as argued, through
changes on both sides—social movements moderated their
repertoire of action, deepened their organizational
structuration (or formal institutionalization), and de-
politicized their frames, while civil society organizations
turned to direct action and networked structure and started
deploying more politicized discourse. Although these
observations may accurately depict the developments in the
past two decades or more and may be extremely helpful in
bridging the gap between the two far apart strands of the
literature, they still remain short of addressing the unexplained
overlap in core attributes of these two concepts: locus outside the
state, the market, and family and solidarity. Rather, the
hybridization perspective contributes to further conceptual
confusion about civil society and social movements, in which
the two concepts are put at opposing ends on three linear
dimensions of civility vs. disruptiveness, high formal
institutionalization vs. low formal institutionalization, and
contentious vs. conciliatory, and their approximation on the
middle ground is highlighted. Indeed, in this view, civil society
and social movements cease to be two qualitatively different
phenomena; differences between them appear to be in the
degree rather than quality. This outcome in this view reflects
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the failure to address the above-discussed theoretical overlap
between the concepts at their cores.

Della Porta is not alone in these observations, as other scholars
have also reported blurred boundaries between forms of popular
engagement. Gready and Robins (2017) have observed that
qualitatively “new” civil society deployed more of social
movements’ repertoire of action, which is perfectly in line with
Della Porta’s observation. Confirming both, Feenstra (2018) has
highlighted the tendencies of blurring boundaries between
voluntarism and civic action—two forms of citizen
participation attributed to civil society and social movements,
respectively. Daniel and Neubert (2019) have reported similar
findings regarding the blurring lines between civil society and
social movements in the African context. However, the reported
empirical observations only attempt to bridge civil society and
social movement by showing how they import from each other’s
repertoires of action and how, indeed, hybrid, fuzzy, or mixed
forms of participation emerge from these repertoire exchanges.
However, as already said above, putting them on the same
dimension, even though at opposite ends, does not distinguish
them qualitatively, but rather in terms of degree; second, since
they are not properly distinguished, these exchanges of
repertoires and emerging forms of engagement do not provide
any perspective on how civil society and social movements may
relate to each other.

This section explored what it identified as the sources of
conceptual ambiguity about how civil society and pro-
democracy movements relate to each other. The first was
suggested to originate from the liberal and republican
conceptions of civil society, in which the targeting of the
state and the ultimate goal of installing formal democratic
institutions make it impossible to differentiate civil society
from the pro-democracy movement. The second, and more
substantial, source of ambiguity was said to stem from the
theoretical imprecision around the concepts of civil society
and social movement, both of which share two overlapping
attributes, namely, the voluntary coming together for a common
purpose and the locus outside the state, market, and family, at
the core. At the core of both sources of ambiguity lies the failure
to qualitatively identify action in a way that distinguishes it from
social movements. Although the same failure can be attributed
to the radical democratic view, it sets an overall framework on
the action within civil society by self-restraint and evolutionism.
The emphasis on self-restraint, as already said above, suggested
that the solidarity sought in civil society needs no masses, which
is typically required when confronting the authoritarian regime
as a movement, while society-focused evolutionism emphasized
working with and on society, which demands mechanisms
different from when the focus is on the state and the goal is
changing the political regime and installing formal democratic
institutions.

Partly building upon this interpretation of self-restraint and
evolutionism—two core tenants of the radical democratic
conception of civil society, the following section develops a
new theoretical account that qualitatively distinguishes two
types of solidarity and action assigned to civil society and
social movement.

DIFFERENTIATING BETWEEN
ASSOCIATIVE SOLIDARITY AND
COLLECTIVE SOLIDARITY
As already mentioned above, the proposed account partly builds
on the interpretation of the overall frame that the emphasis on
self-restraint and evolutionism in Eastern European intellectual’s
discourse of civil society sets on the solidarity and action within
civil society. On the other hand, it builds on the appropriation of
the two types of solidarity identified in Emil Durkheim’s
sociology. Durkheim has identified two types of societies,
those building on organic solidarity and those building on
mechanical solidarity. Accordingly, mechanical solidarity is
based on the likeness of members in society sharing the same
functions, perceptions, and beliefs, while organic solidarity
emerges out of complementarity between individuals with the
growth in population, social differentiation, and the division of
labor. In the former, the individual is a piece in the collective
miniature; in the latter, the individual operates independently,
but he or she is also interdependent on other independent
individuals who may not resemble him or her in functions,
perceptions, and beliefs. Accordingly, the move of society from
the former to the latter marked the move from simplicity to
relative complexity, which resulted not merely from the growth of
population as such but from the increase in interaction
(Durkheim, 1984). Durkheim’s differentiation of solidarity
types, which reflects well with Spencer’s, Maine’s, and
Tönnies’s similar classification of societies (Coser, 1984, xiv),
applies to societies at large. However, its logic allows being
similarly applied at the micro-level. In the mechanical
solidarity, in Durkheim’s account, likeness in functions,
perceptions, and beliefs is not only what brings people
together; however, these commonalities, which reflect the
traditional experience of members, emerge as the major source
of norms and rules that regulate the relationships among the
people voluntarily coming together and their relations with
the common goal. In this account, the mechanism between the
common goal and the commonalities on which people voluntarily
come together works in the direction from the latter to the
former. This is, commonalities determine the common goal
and, perhaps, even before that, the relationship among the
members. In contrast, in organic solidarity, although there
may be required to have some minimum commonalities, these
commonalities are not the major source of regulation of the
relationship among members. In this solidarity, members as
individuals come together for a common goal and to achieve
that, they develop reasonable rules of regulation among
themselves—the formal institutionalization of relations on a
contractual basis, which is intended to be made relatively less
open to diverging interpretations. In organic solidarity,
differentiation among roles and the division of jobs are the
main contractualized features that require coordination and
thus a hierarchy of legal authority rather than traditionally
accepted power foreseen in shared beliefs. Organic solidarity
may, thus, be seen as an attempt at creating patterns that are
not necessarily diverging but independent from those existing in
the wider environment of the initiative. In other words, the
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above-discussed qualities that organic solidarity receives are
major organizational qualities (Blau and Scott, 1962). Thus,
formal institutionalization, as argued, is a quality gained not
only in appearance but also in substance. Although one may
argue that the differentiation of roles and the division of jobs exist
in mechanical solidarity, they are not pinned down in a formal
regulative framework as strictly as in organic solidarity. Even
when they can be at a comparative level in certain contexts, what
distinguishes them is the source of this regulative framework. As
already said, in mechanic solidarity, the source is the traditionally
developed societal or community norms, values, beliefs, whereas
in the latter, regardless of how much they are embedded in the
broader normative framework of wider society, the regulative
framework is the outcome of joint decisions of members. It is the
source of regulation in organic solidarity that allows for the
development of patterns of relationship which are distanced,
although not fully, from the broader regulative norms of
society. More importantly, the distance between organic
solidarity and its environment also becomes formally
institutionalized, shielding against, or regulating, the intrusion
of the external world. Based on these assumptions, the following
paragraphs provide a discussion on the emergence of solidarity
and the relationship between the common ground, common goal,
and institutionalization.

“Voluntary coming together for a common purpose” is themost
general definition one can offer for the concept of solidarity. It
requires a certainminimum common ground of values or norms to
exist for individuals to be able to come together and develop joint
action. However, as the number of interactions grows with the
growing number of individuals, there appears a need to detail
further the regulative framework among members engaging in a
solidarity action and the substantiation of the common goal in
reality. This need emerges from several challenges facing the
survival of the solidarity established. First, even when they are
informal, the regulative framework among members and the
common goal is not static but subject to the continuous
interpretations and re-interpretations by members, which builds,
rebuilds, or collapses solidarities in society. Second, with the
growing number of members, the costs of coordination
increase, leading to the problem of (the lack of) cohesion and
stability. Third, the boundaries of solidarity are dynamic, changing
with joining or leaving new members, who may bring with
themselves new interpretations or take away their stake within
the solidarity, thus changing the balance of interpretations inside.
Fourth, once a certain consensus is achieved among members, an
inclination to extend it over new areas would naturally emerge.
Failure to do somay break the already established consensuses, too.
Fifth, in times of crisis in the external environment of
solidarity—that is, when solidarity faces an external existential
threat or becomes irrelevant to its environment, the revision of the
common purpose and/or ground regarding those aspects that
concern internal and/or external communication may be
required. To address these challenges, there appear to be three
strategic choices facing any solidarity building:

• To establish a small, intimate group of solidarity, closing it
to further extension but enjoying the constructive ambiguity

among themselves about the regulation and the common
goal. In this case, both its action and effect can be limited.

• To grow large in size, agreeing to generalize and keep the
regulative framework and the common goal loose. In this
case, the solidarity continues compromising internal
coherence and stability and attempts to address the
problem by purchasing organization loyalty through
ideological injections.

• To institutionalize the initially setup solidarity and, thus, be
able to grow gradually and procedurally. In this case, the
initially agreed regulative framework and the common goal
can be subject to changes only through agreed procedures
and members’ behaviors are controlled accordingly.

The first strategic choice is made when the solidarity agrees to
have a very limited effect on the outside world or is not interested
in it at all. Clubs, societies, or fraternities are an example of the
first type. The second type, if successfully realized, develops into a
social movement, while the third type is what makes associations.
Motivated to connect with others closely, people prefer the
second type only when the third type—the optimal option in
terms of the trade-off between the effect, risks, and detailedness of
the solidarity among the three strategic choices—seems infeasible
or impossible to realize meaningfully and to achieve the
common goal.

The strategic choice is made not only once but continuously in
the action of the solidarity group throughout its existence. Action
is understood as the solidarity group’s working itself out towards
a common purpose. Institutionalizing the common purpose and
the common ground, their elaboration through internal rules and
structures, which leads to the professionalization and even
bureaucratization of members, enables and requires small
groups to carry out specific programs on a routine basis,
avoiding those actions that would create any of the challenges
described above. Such solidarity is referred to as associative
solidarity, and its action is accordingly defined as associative
action. The type of solidarity making civil society is, thus, of the
associative type.

Associative solidarity is distinguished from collective
solidarity, which characterizes social movements. Collective
solidarity may emerge from both within civil society and
outside it, for instance, in political society (political parties and
their affiliate organizations). It emerges from within civil society
with the transformation of associative solidarity.When faced with
an external existential threat or risk of becoming irrelevant to
their environment, as an alternative to declining and
disappearing, civil society organizations may choose to enlarge
their solidarity with other groups or individuals to sustain their
existence against the inhibiting environment. In this
transformation, a civil society organization opens its doors to
other similar organizations and individuals from wider society,
aims to reach beyond the boundaries of civil society, and makes
its discourse more abstract and action more relevant—less
institutionalized and structured—for the engagement of
masses. Making its discourse abstract is a process through
which the civil society organization withdraws from its
previous commitment to the detailed elaboration of its goals
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and restrains itself with its general account, usually found in its
mission, or commits itself to create a conducive environment for
the achievement of that mission. Subsequently, its actions are
accordingly revised, becoming less routine, less structured, and
less professional and bureaucratic. In doing so, it frees itself from
concerns about cohesion and stability, which are, as discussed
above. However, above these, it largely frees itself from the
concern of being contentious. This is because once the actions
of civil society organizations change from routine, professional,
and bureaucratic work, requiring it to play by the rules, to less so,
it is left with no concern of disrupting its working process by
becoming contentious or risking it. In other words, it agrees to the
fact that the types of activities in which masses can engage run the
risk of turning violent and radical, even if it is not what is
originally intended.

As already said, the transformation of associative solidarity
into collective solidarity is only one of the outcomes that civil
society organizations that face existential threats or risks
becoming irrelevant to their environment may end up with.
Alternatively, they may decline and disappear either by
themselves or by joining another organization. Several factors
can be crucial for these organizations’ strategic choices at times of
crisis. In short, the organization members should be convinced
that the current way of action is not effective anymore, even if
feasible, and that the imagined new ways of action would be less
costly than the current ones. In other words, they need to see
opportunity in the transformation to collective solidarity.
However, the institutional form and the depth of
organizational structuration should allow such transformation
and not make it costly. Moreover, the extent of the cooptation of
the organization by the state through regulation, funding, and
institutional membership would be a factor preventing the
organization from such transformation.

Civil society organizations’ transformation from associative
solidarity to collective solidarity, and the respective
transformation in action, can be defined as their colonization
by social movement(s) emerging from either inside the civil
society or outside it. However, colonization of civil society is
only one side of the relationship between civil society and social
movement(s). Contrary to colonization, social movement(s) can
be dragged into civil society and dissolved in it. That means social
movement(s) may become established within or absorbed by civil
society. This would happen when collective solidarity faces severe
obstacles and bears no results, while opportunities emerge within
civil society to come together for similar purposes and progress
towards them. The larger the opportunities for organizing and
action within civil society, the more associative the solidarity,
which is preferred over collective solidarity. Therefore, social
movements can hardly emerge from within such a civil society.
However, social movements emerging from outside civil
society can be expected to be absorbed by or dissolved within
civil society when opportunities for associative solidarity within
civil society are large.

The following few examples can further illuminate the
absorption of social movement(s) by civil society. For instance,
social movement organizations that emerged in Eastern Europe
in the 1970s and 1980s were absorbed within civil society in the

1990s with the opening of space for civil society following the
regime change and particularly with the facilitation of Western
funding that flew following the collapse of socialist regimes
(Celichowski, 2004).

An alternative example would be the loosely organized
democracy movement of the 1980s in China that came to an
end not in Tiananmen square but with the emerging Chinese civil
society in the 1990s. If the Chinese democracy movement of the
1980s emerged when there was a severely restrictive environment
for civil society, it was dissolved within civil society opened by the
new political opportunities. The new political opportunities for
Chinese civil society emerged with the government’s strategy of
relieving its continuously increasing social burden on non-
governmental organizations and local community groups (Ma,
2006; Ma, 2002). The Chinese state continues similar policy
towards civil society today and even seems to have well
understood its absorption capacity for social movements
(Huang, 2015; Tai, 2015; Teets, 2015; Yuanfeng, 2015; Zhao
et al., 2016). Although civil society in China is under heavy
control and closely coopted by the government, certain autonomy
is recognized that does not threaten the regime’s interests
(Whitehead, 2015; Kang, 2018; Spires, 2019). However, the
limits of autonomy are not static, rather dynamically changing
forward and backward—a purposeful strategy chosen by the
government that aims at more than relieving the socio-
economic burden on its shoulders (Huang, 2018). The Chinese
case suggests that although coopted and under tight control,
burgeoning civil society organizations may have the capacity to
absorb social movement potential.

The case of the Green movement in Germany aligns well with
the argument proposed here that social movements become
absorbed within civil society when opportunities for
organizing and meaningful associative action exist. The Green
movement growing from the late 1960s and throughout the 1970s
at the grassroots level became established within both civil society
and political society starting from the 1980s, consequently
experiencing incompatibility between its grassroots democracy
and new forms of actions (Bomberg, 1992; Poguntke, 1993).

The decade of the 1990s without social movements all over the
globe can be accounted to burgeoning civil society organizations,
while the globally emerging new generation of movements from
the beginning of the 2000s to the failure of civil society addressed
deep structural injustices caused by global neoliberalism (Tarrow,
2011, xv). The observations made by Della Porta (2020) and
others (Daniel and Neubert, 2019; Feenstra, 2018; Gready and
Robins, 2017) have confirmed the transformation of associative
action into collective action with a new crisis in the past
two decades. Failing to capture it as a qualitative change, they
depict it as exchanges of repertoire between civil society
organizations and social movements or hybridization.

The third alternative is the parallel existence of social
movements and civil society when the former fails to colonize
the latter. Moreover, the opportunities for organizing and
meaningful associative action possessed by the latter are not
enough to absorb the former in itself and dissolve it. The
parallel existence, however, does not mean that they are
unaffected by each other. Both exchanges are at the resource
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and discourse levels while experiencing tensions from time to
time. This view proposes a more complex picture than the
rejecting or sympathizing dichotomy offered by Alexander
(2006). He has suggested that the establishment within civil
society mostly rejects social movement(s) and only rarely
sympathizes with them because of the latter’s disruptive
actions that breach the civil code and come close to it and its
challenges to the civil establishment.

These discussions on associative solidarity (action) and
collective solidarity (action) have already provided clues to the
arguments on the locus of civil society and social movements.
One key difference between associative solidarity and collective
solidarity is proposed to determine how civil society and social
movements differ in their locus within society. Associative
action—which builds on more intimate solidarity of small
group but aims to grow, and therefore whose organization and
actions become routinized, formally institutionalized,
professionalized, and bureaucratic over time—is progress-
oriented in that it consists of activities that target gradually
improving certain conditions concerning inclusion or
exclusion of parts of society or the benefits of the whole. The
achievement of the goal is not necessarily conditional upon the
size the solidarity retains, and therefore, extending its
organization beyond the civil sphere is not in the ultimate
interest. Thus, progressiveness—being progress-oriented—is a
key characteristic of associative action.

In contrast, collective action is transgressive in two
interdependent senses. First, it pushes beyond boundaries
within society. If it originates from within civil society, it aims
to extend its action beyond the boundaries of civil society. If it
emerges outside civil society, it pushes through the boundaries of
civil society. Social movements’ inclination to totalizing efforts in
society does not allow them to remain within the limits of any
sphere within society.

Second and related to the first, social movements push the
boundaries of the accepted civil code. They do so in two ways:
first, by aiming at totally or substantially altering its content;
second, when they cross over boundaries within society, they also
breach the accepted civil code. A hypothetical example for the
latter can better explain it. When a social movement attempts to
reach, for instance, potential supporters within the state
apparatus and achieves that, this results unavoidably in the
breaching of legal codes. The breaching of legal codes results
in the breaching of the civil code as the former is the
manifestation of the latter at the respective institutional level.
This happens in two ways: first, in the recruitment process of
supporters from inside the state bureaucracy; second, in the acts
of those supporters who are already recruited by the movement
and aim to support the movement.

To sum up, this section distinguished two different types of
solidarity: associative and collective and their actions,
respectively. Action is understood as solidarity working itself
out towards a common purpose. Consequently, progressive and
transgressive qualities attributed, respectively, to associative and
collective actions were identified. Subsequently, this section
addressed what was identified at the beginning as the moment
of confusion—the overlap between the two core attributes of civil

society and social movement, namely, “voluntary coming
together for a common purpose” and their locus. It was
suggested that civil society resides on associative solidarities
expressed in action, while social movements are built on
collective solidarity expressed in collective action.

Secondly, to address the problem of overlap in locus, this
section suggested that associative action on which civil society
emerges is progressive—that is, progress-oriented—and
therefore, it does not aim to reach beyond boundaries and
totalize efforts across spheres within society in a manner
sought by collective solidarity (and action). Therefore, it can
be pinned down to a certain sphere.

In contrast, collective action on which social movements
emerge can originate both within and outside civil society.
Regardless of where it originates, social movements aim to
transgress boundaries—reaching across boundaries within
society and totalizing efforts, resulting in the breaching of the
civil code. Given these qualities, it is not possible to pin down
social movement in a certain sphere.

Finally, the relationship between civil society and social
movement is suggested to be of three types: i) colonization of
civil society by the social movement, ii) absorption of the social
movement by civil society, and iii) the parallel existence of two.
The following section applies these conclusions to the
authoritarian context.

The following section applies the above proposed theoretical
account to understand pro-democracy movements and their
relation to civil society. The problem of overlap appears
particularly important in the case of pro-democracy
movements, which can be detected in the interchangeable use
of the concepts not only in public discourse but also in
scholarly works.

TROUBLED RELATIONS BETWEEN CIVIL
SOCIETY AND SOCIAL MOVEMENTS
WITHIN AUTHORITARIAN REGIMES
Before elaborating on the relationship between the pro-
democracy movement and civil society, one needs to identify
how the pro-democracy adjective specifies the movements At
least four ways of this can be distinguished:

⁃ Aiming to bring the establishment and/or ensure the proper
functioning of democratic government institutions in a society
where they do not exist at all or have a just façade value.
⁃ Aiming to eliminate structural injustices in a society where
formal democratic institutions and at least a certain significant
level of democracy exist, by bringing more democratic
participation, accountability, and control.
⁃ Aiming to prevent declining the status of democracy in a
society where the democratic quality of institutions is
gradually eroding while in parallel power is being
consolidated in a few hands.
⁃ Aiming to protect democratic institutions against a sudden
breakdown threatened by military or any other type of coup
d’etat.
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These can serve at best as the ideal-typical types of pro-
democracy movements, while on the ground, the line between
these categories can be very blurred. As it might have already been
obvious, they are identified according to political regime qualities.
The first type concerns authoritarian regimes, while the second
type is typical of established or so-called new democracies. The
third relates to the regime that is in the gradual process of losing
its democratic quality, while the last type emerges in a society
where democratic quality has already been significantly lost so
that it allows the illegitimate capture of power and forceful regime
change by a group of people.

In addition to these types, a popular pro-democracy
movement can be identified: the type of movement that
deploys the pro-democracy slogan in a populist way to cloak
its essentially totalitarian or anti-democratic nature. However,
distinguishing between the second type above and this populist
type can be challenging, as it requires exposing the understanding
of democracy in their discourses. They are both seen as anti-
establishment as both claim the existing elite to sustain deep
structural injustices to exist in society.

Having very generally identified what can stand as a pro-
democracy movement, the rest of the discussion turns to propose
theoretically the ways civil society and the first type of pro-
democracy movements identified above relate to each other.
This type of pro-democracy movement is the one, as already
noted, which emerges in an authoritarian context where formal
democratic institutions do not exist at all or have merely a façade
value. In these societies, the purpose of the pro-democracy
movement is to either establish formal democratic institutions
in the first place or, if they do exist, to ensure their proper
functioning. Although the proposed theoretical account can be
applied to all the types of pro-democracy movements, the
purpose of picking up only the pro-democracy movement
within an authoritarian regime for further discussion is that,
in the authoritarian context, it becomes particularly difficult to
distinguish between pro-democracy movements and civil society.

Several general hypotheses are put forward regarding the
relationship between civil society and a pro-democracy
movement in the authoritarian context. The first hypothesis
concerns the overall dynamism between civil society a pro-
democracy movement in general, while the remaining
hypotheses concern the factors conditioning the
transformation from associative action into collective action
and vice versa.

The first hypothesis is that the lack of necessity to elaborate the
details of the aimed democratic goal in the authoritarian context
increases transformativity between civil society and a pro-
democracy movement. The lack of necessity is assumed to
stem from the large distance or difference between the existing
authoritarian and the democratic regime, which both civil society
and a pro-democracy movement aim at. Since the context is too
far away from the aimed goal, its elaborateness is not required.
Only when society progresses towards a democratic regime,
questions about its elaborateness can be expected to be raised.
When such questions are raised in the authoritarian context, they
may simply be irrelevant as society may seem too far away from
that elaborateness. In such contexts, the discourses in civil society

and a pro-democracy movement may largely overlap, which
would facilitate the transformation of associative action into
collective action or vice versa, and, subsequently, blur the
borderlines between pro-democracy social movements and civil
society.

The cooptation of civil society organizations by the state
within authoritarian regimes is well depicted in numerous
empirical studies (e.g., Reuter and Robertson, 2015; Holdo,
2019; Alqatabry and Butcher, 2020). The state of cooptation
by the state, thus, can be one of the factors negatively
conditioning civil society organizations’ transformation from
associative action to collective action. The state of cooptation
can be determined by the overall regulative framework, the
provision of funding by the government, and institutional
linkages created through government-controlled platforms.
Thus, one may reasonably argue that the stricter the civil
society organizations are coopted by the state, the less the
probability is for civil society organizations to transform from
associative action into collective action.

As already discussed in the previous section, the state of formal
institutionalization can be the second factor conditioning civil
society organizations’ transformation from associative action to
collective action. This argument can be embedded in the
organization theory literature, particularly the neoclassic
organization theory, which explores the relationship between
the formal and informal organization and emphasizes the
importance of formal regulation within the organization as a
shield against the influences of the external environment and the
internal deviations resulting from that (e.g., Selznick, 1957; Blau
and Scott, 1962; Litterer, 1963; Barnard, 1969; Litterer, 1969;
Stinchcombe, 1970). Given the pressure of the authoritarian
regime on civil society organizations, one may expect to find
civil society organizations to suffer from poor institutionalization
and, thus, the lack of institutional resistance to transforming from
associative action into collective action. Thus, one may
hypothesize that the lack of formal institutionalization in civil
society organizations within authoritarian regimes positively
relates to their transformation from associative action into
collective action.

In contrast, one would expect that the absorption of the pro-
democracy movement within civil society depends on the overall
capacity of civil society to drive many within the pro-democracy
movement to shift away from collective action and turn to
associative action. The capacity required for the gradual
establishment of the movement as part of civil society—that is,
its absorption by civil society—can be logically thought to include
the following:

⁃ The overall size of civil society to accommodate a large
number of newcomers
⁃ Opportunities to establish new associative solidarities
⁃ The extent of available alternative funding mechanisms
⁃ At least some minimum freedom to pursue meaningful
associative action

Finally, both the absence of the required capacity of civil
society to absorb the pro-democracy movement and the
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incapability of the movement to colonize civil society would
consequently result in what have already been previously
identified as their parallel existence. Although such a parallel
existence may feature both exchanges in discourse and practice in
other contexts, in the authoritarian context, this relationship can
be expected to have the tension more institutionalized, as the
cooperation of civil society organizations with the government
may seem as counter-productive towards the democratic goal by
the pro-democracy movement, while the actions of the pro-
democracy movement can be considered to be too radical and
less sensitive to the overall country context.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

This paper attempted first to differentiate civil society and social
movements based on the sociology of solidarity and action and, then,
demonstrated how troubled relations can there exist between civil
society and pro-democracy movement within the authoritarian
context. Although both concepts received very diverse scholarly
treatments, there still lacks a close-up approach on the sociology of
solidarity and action in the studies on civil society and social
movements, which particularly, but not exclusively, causes a
problem in addressing civil society and pro-democracy
movements within authoritarian regimes, reflected in the
mutually exchangeable use of the concepts both in the academic
literature and public discourse. Establishing associative solidarity and
action as different from collective solidarity and action enabled not
only to differentiate civil society and pro-democracy movement
within the authoritarian context and social movement in general but
also, more importantly, to hypothesize about the dynamic
relationship between them. The way the proposed account
hypothesizes the relationship between civil society and social
movement renders potential for theorizing that reaches far
beyond what the extant literature, which focuses on the mutual
exchange of repertoire, offers. It enables us to better understand, for
instance, civil society organizations abstaining from pro-democracy
movements, particularly within authoritarian regimes and in
general.

By engaging purely in theoretical discussions, the purpose of
this article was to provide a new theoretical account that would

feed into the theoretical discussions on civil society and social
movements, on the one hand, trigger new empirical studies, on
the other hand, and thus, hopefully, contribute to the
construction of better linkage between the strands of literature
on civil society and social movements. Although the hypotheses
offered in the last section are well applicable, subjecting them to
test requires series of studies, which is out of the scope of a single
paper. However, they require to be tested throughmany studies in
order to gain empirical support. For this, they provide plenty of
opportunities that can be picked up in future research.
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