
                                            Civil Society 

 

Civil society can be defined as a collective identity that springe from society and 

exists for specific and limited purpose. Society is an all-purpose organization while 

civil society is for specific purpose. There are following attributes of civil society: 

1. This domain of civil society is separate and independent of state. 

 

2. The domain of civil society is made up of voluntaries associations. 

 

3. Involuntary associations and groups in society such as family and caste are 

not part of civil society. 

 

 

The evolution of civil society can be traced back to the period of Renaissance and 

Reformation. The political authority was monopolized by state and religion was 

subordinated. This monopoly of state was challenged by articulating individual 

rights and liberty. The natural law theorist like John Locke argued for limited 

power of state and provided space for civil society. Although his conception of 

civil society doesn’t requires separation from the state. Rather provide a stable set 

of positive standing laws, impartial judges, and a coercive apparatus for enforcing 

those laws.  

However the conception of civil society went into disuse since its articulation by 

Karl Marx. The revival of this concept can be attributed to two following factors: 

1. In East European countries the revival was related to people’s struggle 

against authoritarian communist state particularly in Poland. 

 

2. USA and West European countries were facing a crisis of political apathy 

and lack of political participation. There was a decline in the membership of 

political parties, trade unions and voluntary associations. Robert Putnam 



emphasized the concern of Tocqueville for the role that civil society 

associations played in creation of solidarity among citizens. 

 

 

In the third world countries like Brazil, Argentina, Peru, Chile, Uruguay etc., the 

space for civil society was the result of the opposition to the authoritarian 

dictatorship. This was the call for the extension of civil and political right and to 

press for the democratic government.  

The challenges to the existing models of development appeared in the decades of 

1980s and 1990s in the form of new social movements. There were following two 

new aspects of this development: 

1. They carved out an oppositional political space distinct from traditional 

political parties and pressure groups. 

2. They questioned the models of development pursued by developing 

countries. 

 

In India Chipko Movements and Narmada Bachao Andolan are example of new 

social movements. These movements have created awareness about economic 

development through various traditionally non-political channels and have been 

successful in changing public opinion to some extent. 

Another important development has been that of Non-Governmental Organizations 

(NGOs). They are taking up issues like education, health, human rights, ecological 

aspects of developments, gender biases in development policies, rights of people 

affected by developments projects, minority rights and transparency in 

government. These organizations seek to stay aloof from party politics and use 

methods like public interest litigations (PILs) in courts, lobbying with political 

leaders and legislators, campaigning in mass media and working directly with 

people. 

One of the important source of support to the contemporary revival of the idea of 

the idea of civil society is the neo-liberal economic doctrine. This doctrine has 

been supported by World Trade Organization (WTO), World Bank and 



International Monetary Fund (IMF). This doctrine demands that development work 

should be carried out by various civil society organizations. 

Civil society is considered as one of the spheres of social life. The domain of civil 

society is clearly demarcated from the domain of state and it consists of networks 

of voluntary associations.  
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