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Community Empowering and Civil Society: A Comparison of Linbian and Beitou
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Abstract

Using an explanatory framework of civil society that we construct from the
discussions of Alexander, Habermas and Putnam, we compare how far two
communities, Beitou (in northern Taipei) and Linbian (in southern Taiwan), under the
guidance and financial support from the Executive Yuan’s community empowering
project, have advanced toward grass-root democracy. We find that with their active
civil groups, both the urban and the rural communities enlarge and deepen their
involvementsin public affairs. But the urban civil groups tend to split among
themselves in contrast to the integrative tendency of their rural counterparts. We argue
that the opposite trends are due to the different nature of members’ senses of
belonging: while the urban members’ sense has the issue-driven categorical identity as
its base, such a sense is based on the network identity, which is both comprehensive
and stable, among the rura members. The different senses of belonging, we suggest,
should be incorporated into the civil society framework so that it is applicable to both
urban and rural civil groups.
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