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Societies in crisis: Concept and scope

A society in crisis presents both a challenge and an opportunity. This is
certainly the case in the context of Colombia, now in the fifth decade of
its bitter civil war. The crisis in which Colombia finds itself today rep-
resents an integral challenge to the economy, the institutions, and the
values of its society. At the same time, it provides an opportunity for
changing structures that no longer work. Although this may vary
according to different interests in society, the needs of the most exclud-
ed and poorest are often marginalised. Yet, as this study shows, they
have very clear perceptions of those structures that they consider
important to change

The elusive concept of crisis that underpins this study has long been
an important concern. The German philosopher Jurgen Habermas for
instance, provides a useful taxonomy of systemic crisis comprising a
fourfold classification of (a) economic crisis, (b) rationality crisis, (c)
legitimation crisis, and (iv) motivation crisis (Habermas 1972). An eco-
nontic crisis, termed a "realization crisis” by Habermas, may be a reces-
sion, an economic depression, or an inflationary phenomena; a rational-
ity crisis, in Habermas's words, is a breakdown of the "rational admin-
istrative" practices necessary to maintain the economy in due course.
This can be interpreted as the inability of the government in a crisis sit-
uation, to properly manage and regulate the economic system. A legiti-
mation crisis, in turn, is characterized by a breakdown in the level of
public support, credibility, and trust on existing institutions. A motiva-
tion crisis is a crisis in the realm of values, traditions, and norms in soci-
ety. Both economic and rationality crises belong to the economic sphere,
legitimation crises are political in essence and motivational crises






