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ABSTRACT:
The issue of civil society in the region has become one
of the most widespread public discourses. However,
beyond the debates on democratization one can find a
variety of examples of deeply rooted ways of civic
participation at the level of local communities. The
purpose of this paper is to provide a review on
conceptual approaches to civil society in order to
develop a set of working definitions for a potential
empirical research in this field. 
Keywords: civil society, regional policy, political
stability, sustainability, social institutions.

RESUMEN:
La cuestión de la sociedad civil en la región se ha
convertido en uno de los discursos públicos más
generalizados. Sin embargo, más allá de los debates
sobre la democratización se puede encontrar una
variedad de ejemplos de formas profundamente
arraigadas de participación cívica en el nivel de las
comunidades locales. El propósito de este trabajo es
proporcionar una revisión de los enfoques conceptuales
de la sociedad civil con el fin de desarrollar un conjunto
de definiciones de trabajo para una investigación
empírica potencial en este campo. 
Palabras clave: sociedad civil, política regional,
estabilidad política, sostenibilidad, instituciones
sociales.

The problems of civil society in modern Russia are one of the most widespread public
discourses that are actively discussed among politicians, society, mass media, experts, and
scholars from various spheres. However, the traditional treatment of civil society and related
debates are only a tip of the iceberg. The mist interesting and significant part, presented by
local models and manifestations of civil society, attracts not so much attention of researchers.
When one tries to go beyond the discourse of democratization, it is possible to find multiple
examples in various cultures of the world, in which certain informal, deep methods of civil
participation make a substantial contribution into provision of local stability – despite the non-
democratic foundations of local political systems. At the local level of various regions of the
Russian Federation, there are a lot of informal, and in certain cases – traditional, models of civil
participation which perform the role of authentic institutes of civil society. Despite the fact that
these institutes are beyond the limits of the dominating debates, they deal with topical issues
and often solve them. These institutes are especially important in the circumstances of weak
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presence of the institutional state at the local level, where the control of the state over
distribution of authority and resources is rather limited 6. In this local context, the role of civil
society in provision of stability is largely predetermined by its potential of non-violent solution
of the emerging social conflicts and, therefore, in provision of cooperation between the main
social actors. At that, due to deficit of such studies at the local level, it is difficult to identify and
distinguish the stabilizing and destabilizing factors and tendencies.
Civil society at the local level is a complex field for any research. It faces a set of problems, the
most complicated of which is the corresponding conceptualization. The complexity consists not
only in difficult academic debates on civil society and diversity of notions in various theoretical
and practical interpretations. The largest problem is the issues to which level these concepts
can be analytically relevant for a specific localized social and political reality. On the one hand,
theoretical foundations of civil society as a democratic institute come from the Western
academic tradition. On the other hand, the Western tradition provides a scarce idea of studying
the dynamics of local civil institutes – especially in complex transit or hybrid political systems.
For development of a set of work definitions for the empirical research, let us conduct the
comparative analysis of current conceptual approaches.
As is known, the notion “civil society” has several patterns and corresponding definitions in the
Western tradition. The most general and popular is the treatment of civil society as an
inseparable element of democratic civil values. Another approach emphasizes the institutional
aspect of civil society and defines it as a system or aggregation of non-government
organizations and establishments 7. However, separation of civil society from the state and
business is the key characteristics for both approaches. This aspect is reflected in the concept
of the “third sector” of society, which includes family and the private sphere 8. In particular, in
our opinion, it is a specific characteristic of civil society which focuses on its informal patterns
and local level of manifestations and is the most perspective one for potential empirical studies
in North Caucasus. In their turn, these manifestations could have various forms.
There are various definitions for description of participation of local societies in self-
administration and everyday life. Some of them emphasize the political component and the
corresponding activities; others emphasize on the level of public involvement into a wider
specter of local social relations, including on the social roles and groups.
The first definition is treated as “civic engagement/participation”. It is seen as people’s
readiness to participate in the political process and other issues that influence the life of local
society. Very often, the level of civic participation is used for evaluation of the level of
democratization. According to some studies, the higher the level of civic participation and
involvement of people, the higher the indicators for such key principle as equality 9. Civic
participation may include various forms of individual and group activities within the groups
aimed at solving any problems or interactions with the institutes of representative democracy,
or, in other words, with local authorities 10. Within this concept, the source of activity is the
sense of personal civic responsibility of a society’s representative regardless of specific social
connections or networks in which he can be involved. There is a similar definition which
supposes public participation in managerial decisions (public participation), which is considered
to be the most important political principle of democratic management. According to the
definition of the International association of civic participation, it supposes the political right of
the persons who are influenced by the consequences of managerial decisions for participation in
the making of these decisions 11.
The second approach is defines by the term “social engagement or participation”. This term
defines the level of individual’s participation in a wide range of social roles and relations in a
specific society 12, or, in other words, the readiness of a group member to interact with its
other representatives 13. Unlike the concept of the social network, the term “social
involvement” focuses on the activities, not the group 14 . That is, the functions related to real
participation, not formal belonging to a certain group, come to the foreground. One of the key
elements of “social involvement” is the lack of external constraint – an individual participates in



the group’s activities due to the interiorized values and norms. In its turn, “social participation”
strengthens civic capital and social norms in a specific group. Thus, “social participation”
reflects the local level of social relations and is expressed in real activity, unlike civic
participation, which has mostly political manifestations at the level of institutes of state and
local self-administration.
Thus, civic society is a sphere of social activity – which is different from state and business – in
its various formal, informal, and hybrid manifestations at the level of local groups. Specific
models of social participation can form on the basis of local identities, but reflect real
participation, not formal belonging to a certain social group.
Another important aspect of conceptualization of the research is determination of the actors of
local civil society. Based on the offered work definition, this list cannot be limited. Configuration
of actors at the local level in North Caucasus is complex and depends on the local peculiarities
of authorities and resource relations. Nevertheless, it is possible to distinguish three main
paired criteria for typologization of actors:
1) formal and informal;
2) official and unofficial;
3) individual and group.
While the second criterion has a status of officially registered public organizations, the first
criterion covers various forms of informal leadership, groups, and partnership organizations. In
most cases, it is possible to observe hybrid combinations. The same is true for the third
criterion. Local actors could be separate individuals, groups, or formalized organizations.
However, there are a lot of various configurations of these actors. Certain subjects could act
openly for solving specific issues related to local interests (road repairs, problems with water
and electricity supply, etc.). Other subjects act indirectly and satisfy their own private interests
together with public actors (e.g., representatives of business or influential families that compete
for power and local resources). In certain cases, charismatic leaders cannot be assigned to a
specific group.
In its turn, formation of the groups is conducted on various grounds. It is possible to distinguish
the following two directions:
1) general identity (religious, ethnic, regional, etc.). In this case, the groups are marked as
“we-groups” and have peculiar external markers;
2) groups of interests (e.g., strategic groups which often use common networks of trust –
veterans, countrymen, schoolmates, etc.) 15.
Identity groups may also have strategic goals – e.g., ethnic ruling elites and their unions. In
their turn, the groups that are united by interests can be aimed at mobilization of identity – if it
serves their current interests 16. In various social conflicts, depending on their specifics, there
could be situational, strategic, and constant identities. Each actor has a set of various identities
that could be actualized in specific circumstances 17.
There’s an important aspect, which should not be ignored during identifying the group actors –
especially, in North Caucasus. On the one hand, formation of groups poses an objective
interest. On the other hand, this process should be distinguished from subjective design of
groups as a result of research analysis. The criteria that are selected for drawing the borders
between people and their unions in a specific research do not necessarily coincide with the real
process of groups’ formation. The fixed identification of ethnic and other social groups is
bureaucratically useful for the state that strives for expanding the control to the level of local
societies 18. This is topical for republics of North Caucasus with their Soviet heritage of the
administrative and territorial structure. However, this principle of territorial marking of social
groups does not often reflect the corresponding dynamics of identities at the local level. Certain
strategic and identity groups may have insignificant or have no connection to a certain physical
territory, while other actors are closely connected to a certain geographic location 19.



At last, the notion “stability” is also very important for this research. Despite its wide
distribution, it is still one of the most arguable and complex issues for interpretation.
Representatives of various scientific directions have different understanding of stability. The
largest complexity emerges when we speak of empirical studies, for the main issue consists in
determining the indicators of stability that could be measured 20.
Within this research, we stick to the approach on the basis of dynamic social stability. According
to this concept, it consists of the combination of the following key characteristics of local society
that could be assessed with the help of the measurable indicators:
а) physical security – stability is characterizes by low level of socially unacceptable violence;
b) institutionalized forms of legitimate management, which includes the potential of predictable
regulation of conflicts, as well as sustainability of state and local self-administration and
legitimacy of political and social order;
c) economic reproduction as a local society’s capability to materially support its living activities;
d) adaptability to changes – capability to adapt to changing conditions by means of
implementing innovations and development 21.
According to the concept of dynamic stability, identification, and detailed analysis of civil actors
and institutes may be one of the effective means of full understanding of local social dynamics
22. The role of civil society in this context is determined from the point of view of institutional
potential in the sphere of non-violent procedural processing of conflicts, which, in its turn,
stimulates the dynamic stability for intra-social relations. Due to solving the most topical
problems for local societies, civil society may perform the role of one of the main triggers of
social development at the local level.
Due to this, the value of local institutes of civil society for the local stability could be evaluated
through understanding the aspects of these institutes’ participating in interactions between
such key social subjects as state, local self-administration, and local societies.
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