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6.1 INTRODUCTION .

Democracy in its liberal pluralist form presupposes a model of society. The question, however,

is which type of civil society is most appropriate to a modem democratic political system? For .

the conceptualisationof civil society, one has to go back to the long tradition of Western political

thinking centred on State- relationship. Understanding the nature of state itself begs an

understandingof its social basis. The democratic form which rests on the ideals of participation,

accountabilityand rights- bearing citizens is anchored in a notion of civil society as the foundation

stone of democratic practice. What, then, is the meaning of civil society and how does one

define its nature and function vis-a-vis the state? How did the idea of civil society originate in

political thinking and how has it evolved in the course of evolution of political practice and the 

operations of actual state systems in different conditions. Since the idea of democracy, in the

sense of participative politics, accountable government and rights-respecting state, has been

expanding overtime and gaining acceptance as axiomatic in contemporary political discourse, it

is civil society in all its nuances that has attracted considerable theoretical and practical attention.

The discussions in this unit are, therefore. intended to go back to the basics of state theory and

the historical evolution of democratic political theory maturing through a subtle interactive

relationship between state and civil society. Seen from this perspective, it seeks to clarify the

basic building blocks of political theory. We will come to realise, at the end of this unit, that

"there can be no of the state without a theory of civil society." Let us now try to

understand what is meant by civil society. 
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6.2 AND OF SOCIETY

Civil society is not easy to as it has been an evolving concept in history. As a starting

point, we say that civil society is a form of societal self - organisation that allows for 

with the state and at the same time enables the flourishing of individuation. As

defined by Cohen and Arato (1 997):

"We understand 'civil society' as a sphere of social interaction between economy and state 

above all of the intimate sphere (especially the family), the sphere of associations

(especially voluntary associations), social movements and fonns of public communication.Modem

civil society is created through forms of self-constitution and self-mobilisation. It

institutionalised and generalised through especially subjective rights, that stabilise

differentiation".

To put it simply, civil society is a domain parallel to but separate from the state. It is a realm

where citizens associate according to their own interests and wishes. It is "the realm of

social life that is voluntary, self-generating, largely self-supporting, and bound by a legal order

or set of shared values." Outside of their households, the members of society form a large

variety of intermediary organisations for the purpose of safeguarding and promoting their

interests.

There is no unanimity on the question types of social organisations should fall within

the scope of civil society. Yet, conventionally organisations that are considered to be parts of 

civil society include churches, neighbourhood associations, private charities, grass-root groups 

and local clubs - all those social organisations that are open, voluntary, self-generating,

autonomous from the State, and yet bound by a legal order. Civil society does include independent

mass media and the broader field of autonomouscultural and intellectual activity. The Universities,

theatres, film societies, publishing houses and the social think tanks are important components 

of civil society. In fine, it is an intermediary phenomenon standing between the private 

and the State.

Civil to be the broader concept of. in

as it involves behaving and acting collectively in a public sphere, to express their interests,

ideas and to achieve collective goals and make demands on the Thus

all of social life is not subsumed in civil society. 

Parochial society represented by individual and family life and inward-looking group activity such 

as religious worship, spirituality etc. does not fall within civil society. Similarly,economic society

in the form of profit making enterprise of individual business is outside the scope of civil

society.

Also, civil society needs to be distinguished from political society represented, in a democracy,

by political parties and-campaign groups and that primarily aspire for winning

control of the state.

6.3 DEMOCRACY AND SOCIETY

Democracy society are twins': they integrally each other. A healthy liberal

democracy needs the support of a public "that is organised for democracy, socialised to its norms
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and values, and committed not just to its myriad narrow interests but to larger, common civic 

end". To quote Larry Diamond,"such a civil public is only possible with a vibrant 'civil society'."

(1999).

One has to trace back in this context to Alexis de Tocqueville whose classic writings on

American politics laid the foundation of democracy-civil society nexus thesis. Tocqueville thought, 

America's democracy was sustained by the richness and diversity of its voluntary associations.

In his view, associations assisted in the development of democratid values such as

trust, tolerance and compromise. New generations of prominent among

whom is Robert Putnam, have, since the revived the concept of civil society as the

of democracy. Putnam's work on the political development of the Italian regions-the

prosperous North vis-a-vis the impoverished South - sought to explain superior institutional 

performance in the former in terms of flourishing 'social capital' which stands for "features of 

social organisation such as trust, norms and networks". The propensity of individuals to join

private, voluntary associations, according to Putnam, contributes to the effectiveness of democracy

because of its 'internal' and 'external' consequences. Internally, associations"install habits of

cooperation, solidarity, and public spiritedness". Externally, a dense network of secondary 

associations "contributes to effective social collaboration". The Putnam thesis is simply this: 

where there is no social capital, could not flourish (1993).

For the most comprehensive theoretical assessment of the virtues of civil society in the context 

of democratic transition and consolidation, one has to refer to Larry Diamond's recent work on

Democracy (1999). Civil society, in Diamond view, serves the "development,

deepening consolidation As Diamond explains the process, civil society 

provides the basis for the limitation of state power, supplements the role of parties in stimulating

political participation, increases the political and skill of democratic citizens, educates 

the masses in democracy, structures multiple channels, beyond the political party, for articulating 

, aggregating, and representing interests, empowers the powerless to advance their interests, 

generates a wide range of cross - cutting interests, mitigates thereby the polarities of political 

conflict, recruits and trains new political leaders, develops techniques for conflict mediation and

resolution, gives citizens respect for the state and positive engagement with it, and facilitatesthe

spread of ideas essential for economic reform .

Diamond has. however, laid down certain conditions that be fulfilled for civil society to

perform the democracy functions. a stable democracy has a good prospect if civil

society does not contain interest groups or groups with anti-

democratic goals and methods". Second, another of a strong civil society is what

Diamond has called the "level of As he argues, "where

interests are organised in a structured, stable manner, bargaining and the growth of cooperative 

networks are facilitated". Third, the other important requirement is the "internally democratic 

character"of organisations as defined by "decision-making, leadership selection, accountability 

and transparency".

6.4 CHARACTERISTIC FEATURES OF SOCIETY

Following Diamond's presentation, five distinct features of civil society can be identified as

under:

i) Civil society is concerned with public rather than private ends. 
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ii) Civil society and state are related to each other in such a way that it does not seek to win

control over state. To reform the structureof power rather than to take power themselves

as organisations is the goal of civil society. 

iii) Civil society encompasses pluralism and diversity. Any organisation that seeks to monopolise

power occupy the political space as a disallowing all competitors, violates

the pluralistic and market oriented nature of civil society. 

Civil society does not seek to represent the complete set of interests of a person or a
community. This characteristic follows from what has been stated above. Profusion of 

different organisations and individuals having multiple organisational ties are clear of

healthy civil society functioning. 

v) Civil society, as Diamond points out, should be distinguished the more clearly democracy 
enhancing phenomenon of civic community. Putnam's model of civil community along with

the idea of social capital is both a broader and narrower concept than civil society: "broader,

in it encompassesall manner of associations;narrower in that it includes only associations

structured horisontally around ties that are more or less mutual, cooperative, symmetrical, 

and trusting". Putnam, like Tocqueville, has sensitised us to the importance of associational 

life in general; but civil society is a much more refined concept that distinguishes it from

the much wider and more general arena of associational life. It needs to be emphasised,

in this context, that "the key to constructing a civic community is not whetheran organisation

has an explicitly civic (public) or political purpose."

6.5 SOCIETY AND THE STATE

Two antithetical trends in political theory have tended to obfuscate the relationship between state 

and civil society. One recurring trend has been to place the state at the centre of things. This 

state - centric view, since the days of classical political theorising, has accorded unusual

preeminence to state as a special kind of institutional arrangement that makes possible the 

realisation of good life and development of capacitiesof individuals in society. The second trend, 

by contrast, seeks to relegate the state in the background and bring in the reign of unregulated

market for the promotion of individual enterprise, unfettered competition and preeminence of 

private property. The neo-liberal project of 'rolling back the state' and allowing market supremacy

has meant privileging the civil society the opposite of state-centric view.

State as regulator of society seeks to fix the boundaries of political practice. Civil society, 

in turn, stands out as the sphere inhabited by the rights-bearing and juridically defined individuals

called citizens. Political holding the state accountable for its action and open

publicity of politics are the hallmarks of civi society. To quote Chandhoke, the essential staff

of politics is dialogues and contestationswith the state. Hence, "civil society the site

for the production of a critical rational discourse which possesses the potential to interrogate the 

state." Simply put, "the site at which society enters into a relationship with the state can

be dejined as civil society." Characterised by open and publicity, freedom of 

expressionsand the right to form associations, civil society occupies a pride of place in democratic

theory. The nature of'the state, whether democratic or can be only
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by referring to the politics of Again, civil society's influencing function (as

distinguished function) depends on its democraticcharacter. Democratic theory has

acknowledged the pre-eminenceof civil as an essential precondition for the existence

of democracy. Following admirable it can now be summed

up that the nature of the state can be understood by referring to the politics of civil society. The

two are bound up by a bond of reciprocity:"there can be no theory of the state without a theory

of civil society, and, correspondingly,there can be no theory of civil society without a theory of 

the state."

6.5.1 State-civil society An Evolutionary perspective

The history of political thought is in reality the history of state-civil society relationship, as

explicated by eminent political philosophers. Before we take up the contributions of seminal

thinkers, a brief overview of the progress of thought is presented here for general understanding. 

The term 'civil society can be traced to ancient Greek political thought and to the works of

Cicero and other Romans. But, in classical usage civil society was equated with state. In
its form, civil society emerged in the Scottish and continental Enlightenment of the

Century.Fmm Thomas Paine to a number of political theorists conceptualised civil 

society as a domain parallel to but separate from the state. In their view, this is a realm where 

citizens associate according to their own interests and wishes. This new thinking was the

reflection of new economic realities characterised by the rise of private property, market

competition and the bourgeoisie. There was also a growing popular demand for liberty as
manifested in the American and French revolutions. 

For a time, the idea of civil society suffered an eclipse in the mid-nineteenth century, as social

and political consequences of the industrial revolution attracted most attention. After the Second
World War, the idea of civil society was revived by Antonio who depicted civil society 

as a special nucleus of independent political activity, a sphere of struggle against tyranny.

Communist states in the erstwhile Soviet Russia and Eastern Europe overextended control over 

nearly all spheres of social life. The collapse of the communist states led to the questioning of 
the spheres of state control. the Czech, Hungarian and Polish activists raised the slogan

of civil society that they thought the state tended to engulf;hence, the demand was to encourage

the flourishing of the institutionsof civil society church) outside the legal institution of the

state.

The the Soviet system and the Bloc released unprecedented movements for 

and towards democracy throughout the globe. Civil society conceived in terms of 'associative 
initiatives of non-state emerged as a desirable social space both in the
communist ruling situations and in the developed West where"capitalist had steadily

become unacceptable. Public fatigue with conventional party systems encouraged interest in civil

society, and the new social movements feminist, ecological movements) opened up

opportunitiesfor civil society initiatives independent of the state. 

6.6 MAJOR CONTRIBUTORS 

We can now identify the major contributors whose thoughts have enriched civil society 

conceptualisation and clarified state-civil society relational issues. 
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6.6.1 Contractarians

To the Greeks, political society was natural to man; hence the idea of a private non-state sphere 

where the individual could have an independent existence was alien to Greek political culture. 

Roman law provided for private property acquisition by the individual. Thus, individual's separate 

existence outside the political community was recognized in Roman law.

In its modern form, the beginning of civil society concept can be traced to the period between 

seventeenth and nineteenth centuries. Hobbes and Locke-the two major exponents of social

contract theory - can be regarded as pioneers in the matter of formulation of the civil society 

concept. For instance, Locke wrote about the 'political or civil society' in opposition to the 'state

of nature'. Both Hobbes and Locke set the civil society as a conceptual opposite of the state

of nature. Civil society is an artificial creation, whereas state of nature is the pre-civil society 

natural existential situation of man. The contract-based civil and political society created conditions 

of civility. By contrast, the uncontrolled state of nature was not conducive to orderly life and 

security of life and property. Civility is the creation of a specially formed political authority. The

constitutional state in conception was brought into being by rights-bearingindividuals.

These rights put a limit on the power of the sovereign. Hobbes had also set limits on the state

as the latter had to respect the individual's right to self-preservation. Neera Chandhoke is

however, right in pointingout that the are not strictly speaking the theorists of civil

society: '"the major themes that came to characterise later liberal formulations on civil society 

are in an embryonic form in these theories."

6.6.2 Classical Political Economists

The eighteenth century classical political economists were influenced by the Enlightenment

philosophy which replaced god by reason, and the priest and the representative philosophersby
the scientist. Civil society, according to them, was not an artificial creation, but a product of 

evolution. Society progresses according to its and principles. Adam traced the 

evolution of civil society from crude forms of human interaction to a higher stage of growth

by division of labour, higher moral and cultural accomplishment, and the subjection

of government to the rule of law. The progressive societal evolution led to the emergence of

commercial society and growth of public spiritualness. Here the material conditions and the

economy, in particular, received primacy in determiningthe nature of society. Men were depicted 

as rational agents capable of cultivating interdependence among themselves through a complex 

division of labour. The self-regulatingproperties of civil society led to the under- valuation of the

value of politics and the state.

The concept of self-regulating economy and society found eloquent expression in the writings 

of Adam Smith. State interference, in his view, was an impediment to the creativity of economic 

actors in society. The state's role was to protect life, liberty and property of the citizen from

internal chaos and external aggression. Defining the conditions of good life, or representing

collective will was none of state's business. 

, The classical political economists gave primacy to individualism, property and the market, 

at the basic level they placed the individual at the centre of things. Thus, the liberal

agenda was set by the classical political economists, and what emerged was '"the concept of'
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civil society as a historically evolved area of individual rights and freedoms, where individuals 
in competition with each other pursued their respective private concerns." (Chandhoke, 1995)

The concept of a limited state was well established by the early liberal theorists. Later J.S. Mill
and Tocqueville, in particular, felt concerned about the state's political power to threaten human
freedom. Tocqueville, for instance, saw the danger of social institutions being throttled by

political institutions. While there was appreciation need for the state to maintain law and

order, at the same time there was the realisation that the state should never have unlimited 

power. Tocqueville, as earlier mentioned, found in the plural social associations the capacity to 

check state power. Based on the principle of choice, the associations reconciled the interest 

of individualswith the need for collective action. It is throughcivil associations that civil democratic 

virtues germinate and give shape to the civil society. Gke Tocqueville, Mill held the view that 
participation of the private citizens in public creates public sprit. "Where this school of

public spirit does not exist, scarcely any sense is entertained that private persons, in no eminent

social situation, owe any duties society, except to obey the laws and submit to government."

The Liberal thought had a lasting effect on the question of state - society relationship. 
Contemporary ideas on civil society owe a lot to this kind of liberal conceptualisation that 
counter- posed civil society as setting limits on state power. .

6.6.3 The Civil Society and the State 

As we have discussed earlier, the classical political economists were the first to separate civil 
society from the state. But, it is to that we owe the first sophisticated analysis of

civil society distinction. Civil society and modernity had been twins in vision. The

individual finds in the civil society his subjective freedom, his legitimate pursuit of self-interest

so necessary for the realisation of his potentialities. The modern society replaced the ascriptive
privileges of the earlier age by the discourse of rights-bearing individual. To follow Neera 

Chandhoke's lucid analysis,

followed in the footsteps of the classical economists, but his analysis differed 
from the earlier theorists in three vital ways. 

One:

Civil society was rescued by from its excessive with the economy. No

doubt civil society consists of a set of social practices that are constituted by the logic of 

capitalist economy; yet, they have an existence of their own distinct from the economy.

Located between the family and the state, civil society, according to is historically

"an important moment in the transition from the family as a mode of social organisation to

the state as the supreme and the final form of such organisation". Family represents a 
natural and unreflectiveunity characterised by love and concern. Civil society is the sphere
of self-seeking individuals; at the same time, the principle of universality, which the state 

embodies, can be found in an embryonic form in the civil society. Thus, in

conceptualisation,civil society is not negatively viewed as an area of freedom and rights to
be alone by the state. Instead civil society is "The active moment where the dialectic
between particularity and universality is resolved."

Downloaded From http://economicsdiet.com

Downloaded From http://economicsdiet.com



As against the Adam Smithian optimism that individualistic, self-interested behaviour would

be the basis of progressive society, was sceptical about such behaviour. Civil society 

is that social sphere where individual private interest meets everyone else's".

He thought that would lead to self-centrednessand destroy ethical life.

Modem society, in view, has lost its capacity to realise ethical life, and modernity 
has ushered in an alienated world where the division of labour creates an

exchange-oriented means of social interaction. As Chandhoke puts it, philosophical

project has been to"provide a home to this rootless individual, disinherited from the traditional 

support structures of community life".

Three:

At the base of idea of freedom is the notion of actualisation of the self in a rational

social order. Individualsdo not attain freedom automaticallyand voluntarily; they have to be

educated and socialised."The right of individuals to be subjectively destined to freedom is

fulfilled when they belong to an actual ethical order. The implication, thus, is that civil society 

needs to be organised. Particularity, it is the hallmark of modernity; this has to be mediated

by universality. As Chandhoke explains: "Civil society is the space where locates his

historical project of reconciling the particular and the universal in an ethical community".

Through the mediation of a range of intermediary institutions, sought to assure the

presence of associational spirit. "These intermediaries are the lesser form of the State and civil

society is one of the stages in state formation."The Hegelian state symbolises the realisation

of the peak of ethicality, unblemished by any sign of particularity. The social institutions at the 
intermediate stage would particularityand institutionalise universality."This privileging of

universality leads, in the Hegelian philosophy, to the vertical organisation of civil society culminating 

in the state as the ultimate expression of

6.6.4 Marx on civil society

Marx had much in common with the Hegelian conceptualisationof civil society as civility and

egoistic individuality born out of modernity. But, deification of the state was rejected by
Marx. While admitting that the essence of the state lies in the formulation of universalistic

principles transcending the particularistic interests of individuals in civil society, Marx set

aside the Hegelian idea of subordinating the civil society to the state. The civil sphere, 

according to Marx, is characterised by selfishness, egoism and avarice. It has not been transformed
by the bourgeois revolution. The state cannot be different from what happens in the civil sphere, 

as it is the product of the same historical process that brings into being the civil society. The

unlimited bourgeois power leads to oppression and exploitation that mark the civil sphere. 

this background, the state as a class-tainted institution cannot have neutrality and
universalistic principles. The state, in view, does not transcend civil society by reconciling

the contradiction in the civil sphere, rather it merely suspends them. I

As Chandhoke explains the Marxist position, civil society is the stage "where the dialectic
between the social and the political, between domination and resistance, between oppression and

emancipation is played out." Marx thus defetishises civil society which and the liberals 

had extolled as the home of freedom and rights. By contrast, Marx exposes the real nature of
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civil society where "the powerlessness of the individual in production relations is rendered

opaque by the empty political rhetoric of equality and freedom."Civil society has to look for its 

redemption not outside (in the state) but inside or within itself through deep-rooted democratic 

transformation which has necessarily to be revolutionary in character. Civil society in

version cannot be rescued by imposed system of mediations. 

6.6.5 Gramsci on civil society

Antonio Gramsci, the ltalian communist leader and social scientist, is credited with the modern

renewal of the left radical critique of civil society. Gramsci was a follower of Marx; yet, he

enunciated his own concept of civil society derived more from his reading of The state, 

according to Gramsci, can be understood only by referring to the nature of civil society. 

makes a distinction between political society and civil society. The former is the site where the 

coercive apparatus of the state (police, prison, armed forces) is concentrated; while the latter 

is "the location where the state operates to enforce invisible, intangible and subtle forms of

power, through educational, cultural and religious systems and other institutions. The political 

society disciplines the body through its penal codes and prisons, but civil society disciplines the

mind and the psyche through these institutions".

The State in Gramsci's view stands for all those activities with which a ruling class maintains 

its dominance. It reproduces itself in the daily living practices that go on in the civil society, and 

thus in a subtle way constructs both individual and collective consciousness. Hegemony, a key

concept in Gramscian formulation, has been conceptualisedas the production of consent through

the use of and mythologies, institutions and practices. Hegemony is an organising

principle that provides unity to the plural and conflict-ridden civil sphere. To quote Neera

Chandhoke,"Hegemony as the moral and intellectual leadership of the dominant classes provides

the ethical moment of political life, since it providesa social base of consent for the state ....civil

society is the ethical moment where a fragmented society is held together by the moral vision

and foresight of the leading class".

Gramsci avoids economic and political reductionism (of classical Marxism) by differentiating the 

associational and cultural dimensions of civil society from the economy and the State. The 

and cultural institutions of civil society in the developed capitalist countries are

conceived by Gramsci as "trenches" of the established system that add to the stability of

bourgeois administration. This version of civil society, therefore, must be destroyed and replaced

by alternative forms of association clubs, new proletarian party), intellectual and 

cultural life and values that would help create a proletarian counter hegemony replacing the 

existing bourgeois forms. 

Harmonic can thus be the property of the subaltern classes also through altered in the

civil sphere. In Gramsci's vision, civil society must be metamorphosed through a wide 

social, political and cultural revolution. As Chandhoke explains, civil society acquires in Gramsci's

theory, "an active and dynamic dimension; it is the site at which the fundamental classes 

articulate class positions along with other social groups expressing their particular interests. 

Whereas civil society is the site where the legitimacy state is forged, it is also the terrain

of contestation. It is precisely here that the subaltern classes can challenge the power of the 

state".
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After studying the formulation of and Gramsci, it should be clear that these radical

political philosophers conceptualised civil society in a novel way; they provided an alternative to
the liberal version of civil society. Each one of them had his distinctiveness in terms of conceptual

vocabulary, state - society relational vision, and model, yet collectively they 

posed forceful challenge to liberal political theory. To conclude with Neera Chandhoke, "They

refused to accept the liberal representation that civil society is the sphere of rights, individualism, 

property and the market. These are but the surface aspects of the sphere. Probing beneath the 

surface, civil society-appears as the essence of modern inhumanity. If it has to achieve its 

potential, and discharge its historic mission, it has to be organised and transformed".

6.7 CONTEMPORARY RELEVANCE OF SOCIETY

In recent times, civil society has reemerged in political theory with new vigour and insights. 

Sudipta Kaviraj and Sunil Khilnani, in their new book on Civil Society identify three strands in

the contemporary discussion on the subject: ,

One: The erstwhile communist systems in the former USSR and Eastern Europe overextended

the legal jurisdiction and effective control of state institutions, such as the bureaucracy, over 

nearly all spheres of social life. After the collapse of those kinds of states, there was a need

it was argued, for encouraging the flourishing of institutionsof 'civil society' outside the legal

jurisdiction of the state".

least two trends of leftist political thought have also been keen to revive the idea

of civil society. The disillusionment with the idea of socialism and the Soviet experiment has

led to a certain radicalisation of the idea of democracy by re-invoking civil society discourse. 

Also, the retreat welfare state through the years of new-conservative reaction during

the Thatcher-Reagan regimes led to the invocation of the British pluralist tradition. The call
was to revive the"associative initiatives of non-state organisations in civil society "to counter 

the phenomenon of capitalist atomisation".

Three: Current thinking in the West about new social movements (feminism 

etc.) has also finks with the civil society discourse. To Kaviraj and Khilnani,"There

is a strong affinity between the associational argument and the idea that the new social 

movements, which are quite distinct from classical working class movements in interest
and form, are the carriers of radical democratic aspirations"

In the 'Third World' countries, civil society is currently being invoked by international donor .
agencies like the World Bank to bring in non-state sectors and Community organisations)

in the field of development administration. Also, in countries like civil society is being

invoked to widen and deepen democracy out of a sense of despair about the role and capacity 

of conventional party politics to push through social change.

6.8 SUMMARY

From the unit that you have just read, you would have understood the meaning and
civil society, and its significancefor democratic theory. State-society relationship is the core of
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political theory. This should also be clear from what you have read in this lesson. Civil society 
discourse has a long history. This lesson has given you a clear idea about how the idea of civil 

society has evolved since the days of contract theory. You must have understood from a reading

of this unit, the contribution of most important philosophers, particularly and .
Also, it should be clear to you as to why the idea of civil society has in recent times, been

revived.

6.9 EXERCISES

Discuss the meaning and nature of Civil Society. 

2) Discuss the importance of Civil Society in the democratic theory.
. .

3) Critically examine the relationship between civil society and the state.

4) Writeshort notes on:

a) views on civil society
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