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The concept of c ivil socie ty has gained much prominence in the 
?evelopment debate of the 1990s. There is controversy over what to 
~nclude in it: whether, for instance, market- based inst itutions or, 
Indeed, every non-state organization would qualify to be the part of 
the concept's definitional set. There is also the question of how to 
categorize c ivic institutions, such as: state regulated religious bodies, 
academic unions, and public sector interest groups whose members 
are state employees and, therefore, may be subjec t to public rules 
and regulations. Cri tics have also debated the issue of whether c ivil 
society should be treated separately from poli tical socie ty. There is 
also the proble m of how to categorize fu ndamentalis t groups and 
move ments that seek to impose ·uncivi l' or doctrinal prac tices on 
state and soc iety, which ultimate ly may destroy c ivil society itself 
(Bangura 1999: 1 ). Thus, as a concept, civil society means different 
things to different people. In relation to de mocracy, it is primarily 
~sed in two senses-consolidation and rejuvenation of de mocratic 
In s titutions (Fol ey and Edwards 1996: 38-52). The job of 
~onsolidation is best carried out by building countervailing checks­
In the form of independent institutions-against the authority of the 
~tate. The work of rejuvenation, especially in established democracies, 
15 however, performed by e ncouraging a network of associa tional 
re lati onships that foster an active and robust sense of c itizenshi p. 
!h.e relevance of c ivil society hence depends on the context in which 
11 IS discussed. 

The term 'civil society ' is suggesti ve than precise in nature 
a~d inte nti on. They suggest, for example that people behave in a 
Civ ili zed ma nner toward s eac h o th er; the sugges ti o n here i 
normative. The terms also suggest that its members enjoy the status 
of c itizens, which again is intended. The core meaning of the concept 
however, is quite precise. C ivil society describes the associations in 
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which we conduct our lives, and which owe their existence to our 
needs and initiatives rather than to the state . While some of these 
associations are short- li ved-sports club or political parties for 
instance-others like churches or universities are founded in history 
and have a very long life . Still other associations include the 
enterprises, local communities and places in which we work and 
live. The family is an element of civil society. The enmeshed networks 
of such associations make up the reality of civil society. 

Debates on Civil Society 

Civil Society has perhaps become the most widely discussed theme in 
contemporary political theory. The 1999 CIVICUS World Assembly 
provided a forum for its members and partners to assess civil society's 
previous progress, to chart its future direction, and to begin formulating 
appropriate strategies for achieving shared objectives (Naidoo and 
Tandon 1999). McGill's Centre for Developing Area Studies (CDAS) 
hosted a three-day conference on 'Hemispheric Civil Society' in 
February 2003 (CDAS: 2003). The purpose of the conference was to 
engage people in an open dialogue as to how civil society can be 
strengthened in order to help build hemispheric networks and reinforce 
solidariry among civil society groups? Throughout the conference, the 
presentations highlighted the ambivalence around the term 'civil society' 
if simply juxtaposed to the state. Some preferred using the term 'citizen 
movements' while others questioned the misuse of the term and asked 
us to think about 'uncivil society '. Some rejected the term altogether as 
it masks the class divisions within so-called civil society. Others included 
within its core every ac tor (academics, trade unions, religious 
organizations, human rights organizations, women's groups, private 
sector etc.), except government. Still others preferred the term 'social 
movements' to get away from professionalized NGOs that tend to 
occupy the institutional space in civil society. Others used the term 
'citizen movements' to move away from the idea that 
professionalized NGOs represent civil society against government. 
Finally, at the conference, there was a general consensus that we 
need to position the notion of 'civi l society' in a more problematic 
way. There were those in the conference who felt that the use of 
civil society as opposed to government idealized the notion of civi l 
society as all good and asked the question, 'What about uncivil 
society?' (CDAS: 4) . In fact, there is a sense of irony, when Manuel 
Cas tells says that the hero, i.e., the agency of the 21" century. is not 
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th~ state, nor the NGO or organizations like the pmty and the trade 
umon, but the network (Caste lls 1996). The network is a new kind 
of collec tive-fluid , tota lly unlike the earlie r agencies of the 20'h 
century- the party, the nation state, and the proletariat. Many of the 
old categories of work, labour and value do not apply easily to the 
notions of civil society now. The 20'h century world of citizens is 
different from the emerging world of netizens. 

For the past century, a dominant elite has seen organized political 
parties as the sole effective response to the abuse of state power. 
These parties have either been of a reformist or revolutionary nature, 
b~t the common goal was the capturing of state power. albeit, by 
dtfferent means and for a different purpose . Forms o f party 
organization, so me with greater and some with lesser inte rnal 
democracy, came to mirror the hie rarchal state itself. While there 
are many who still subscribe to this approach, a series of new 
responses have emerged, whose effectiveness is in the process of 
being tested by its power. Whatever the historical record turns out to 
be, these new movements will leave their inexorable mark upon the 
struggle. The struggle is multifaceted and multidimensional and the 
stakes are sufficiently high that we cannot sanctimoniously be riveted 
only to responses from the past. (CDAS: 5) 

Since th e 1970s, when it became increasi ngly c lear to the 
modernization theories of both the Marxist and liberal dispensations 
that the state would not be able to deliver what is expected of it, civil 
society was looked up as an alternative. In the 1980s the national 
societies in the Eastern Europe activated the associat ionaJ forms of 
the c ivil society to undermine a severely bureaucratized political 
order. In many parts of the 'developing world', this period also saw 
Political mobilization around issues that fell outside the tradi tional 
concerns of the political parties. Experience, such as these, made 
civil socie ty (Chandhoke 2003). 

The idea of c ivil society is deeply rooted in the tradition of political 
thought. In modern philosophy it emerged a long with the rise of 
capi talism and liberalism. The concept of c ivil society as a realm 
distinct from the State was expressed in the writings of the 17th 
century English philosophers-Thomas Hobbes and J_ohn Locke­
and of the later thinkers of the Age of Enlightenment (m France and 
Scotland). Their works anticipated the subsequent focus of sociology, 
as_ did the later philosophies of history of the Italian philosopher 
Gtovanni Battista Vico and the German phi losopher GWF Hegel 
With regard to the study of social change. 
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... Although the notion of civil society got its distinct flavour in 
Hegel 's writings and much that has flowed since, the two functions 
associated with democracy have gained currency and popularity in 
recent times. In certain ways this concept has undergone revisions 
since the works of Hegel, Marx , and Tocqueville. Tocqueville 's 
analysis of associational life in a pluralistic and democratic context 
however, gave the idea a more positive and richer connotation. 
(Acharya 1997: 18). The science of associations, wrote Tocqueville, 
is the 'mother of sciences', since associations in a differentiated 
society bring individuals together, teach them civic and political 
virtues, and thereby act as the 'independent eye of society' where 
state power is concerned (Putnam 1993). For Tocqueville, civil 
society constitutes the third sphere of society. Whereas the flrst sphere 
comprises the state and its institutions and the second the economy, 
in the third sphere, civil society, parties, public opinion, churches, 
literary and scientific societies, professional and recreational groups 
posses a superabundant force and energy. Through these associations, 
the potential excesses of the centralized state can be curtailed. 'There 
is no other dyke,' wrote Tocqueville, ' that can hold back tyranny' 
(Hyeong - Kikwon 2004: 135). Hegel put forth the notion of civil 
society as one that emerges from the interdependence of individuals, 
their conflicts and their needs for cooperation. Those needs give 
rise to the state, and it is the law, the principle of rightness, that links 
civil society to the state (Hegel 1942: 122-23). Marx reacted to Hegel's 
conception, arguing that the state is merely the mechanism to defend 
privileged propertied interests in civil society. He understood civil 
~ociety in ~ material sense, in terms of the expression of particular 
pro.perty nghts ', 'bureaucracy' being the 'state formulation' of civil 

society (Mclell an 1979:68). Gramsci noted that besides the 
educational agencies of the state helping maintain hegemony, there 
are 'in reality, a multitude of other so-called private initiatives and 
activities [that) tend to the same end-initiatives and activities which 
form the apparatus of the political and cultural h~;gcmony of the 
ruling classes'. This for Gramsci is the civil society (Gramsci 1971: 
258). 

One difference among them has been the direction of causality: 
Does the state create civil society or does civil society bring about 
the state? Whereas Hegel believed that society created the demand 
for the state, others have argued that the state can create civil society. 
Civil society, he wrote, is one of the achievements of the modern 
world because it is here that individuals can realize the self in 
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conditio ns of freedom. lL constitutes, the refore, the ' theatre of history· · 
Hegel considered civil society as one o f the mo ments of eth ical life 
that regulates the li fe of the individual the other two moments being 
the fam ily and the slate. But in cont;ast to bo th these institutions, 
c ivil society is the site o f particular ity, o f self seek ing ind ividua ls 
concerned with their own gratification and fulf illment of the ir private 
needs. In order to achieve his dream of uni versality, Hegel ultimate ly 
subo rdinates c ivil socie ty to the state , which in hi s theory is the 
e mbodiment of the universal spirit. The iron y is that though Hegel 
starts with c ivil socie ty as a precondition of the s tate, it is ultimate ly 
the s ta te th at beco mes the precondition fo r the very ex is te nce o f 
c ivil society (Chandhoke 2003). 

However, the concept's revival in political theory in the late 
1980s was primarily associa ted with the belie f tha t it prov ided a 
powerfu l tool to confront the au tho ritarian fo rms o f ru le tha t the 
regimes in developing and centrally planned communist countries 
had established during much of the post-war period. Only recently 
in La tin America, Asia . Easte rn Europe and even Western Europe 
has there deve loped a d iscourse that takes mo re seri o us ly the 
possibility o f c ivil society versus the state. T he revived concept of 
c ivil society has a great ex planatory potentia l; as on the one hand, it 
re fe rs to an a llc mpt to theorize about a spec ific hi storica l context, 
and, on the other hand . it refers tQ a new cxperience o f soc ie ties in 
easte rn and central Europe (Pietrzyk 2003: 38-35). In thc I 980s the 
term 'civil socie ty' came to be used by ana lysts of Eastern Europe 
(S mo lar 1996: 24-4 1 ). They were looking for a way to break the 
theoretical umbilical code between state and c ivil socie ty. For them , 
c ivil soc ie ty implied a spunky society, which develops aut onomy 
thro ug h organizati ons in opposition to the state. But there was a 
very di fferent approach, which was associated wi th e mpowerment. 
democratization and participation. It was believed that social groups, 
viewpoints and insti tutions that were either previously excluded from 
policy making processes, or enj oyed li mited spaces to infl uence the 
activit ies of the public domain , would gain voice, legality and strength 
and autonomy from the repressive grip of the state. Naturally most 
scholars, soc ia l ac ti v ists and g lobal deve lo pment agencies have 
essent ia ll y bee n a ttrac te d to the libe rtarian and, by ex tens ion, 
democratic content of the concept (Per Mouri tsen 2003). Civil society 
has become one o f the key cross-cutting issues used to define the 
global development agenda. Indeed the emerging global civil society 



108 V. MURALEEDHARAN NAIR 

movement of the 1980s is against the old class-based or production­
oriented, organizations. Global networking; promotion of citizenship 
and consumer rights; flexible, issue-oriented discourses, open 
dialogue with dominant in stitutions and agents of power, and 
avoidance of grand theories in the pursuit of development goals 
seem to be the defining features of the new global civil society 
movement (Gellner 1994: 213). 

Much has been written and sa id about civil soc iety. Robert 
Putnam's celebrated work, Making Democracy Work: Civic 
Traditions in Modern Italy, has created much enthusiasm and debate 
in political theory in the nineties. As Holloway puts it, 'millions 
throughout the world have given up the dream of a radically different 
type of society' (Holloway 2002). Citizen movements are indeed 
different from other fonns of social mobilization, such as populist 
or insurgent challenges to the social order, and seem to express a 
shift in the way in which collective identities, nonnative orientation, 
and common goals are defined. Citizen movements can be seen as a 
response to the sweeping free-market refonns of the 1990s and the 
growing economic polarization of most societies, complemented with 
the widely held belief that elected politicians are incompetent, weak 
or corrupt, so rendered by the effects of corporate globalization, US 
military hegemony, and USA-led cultural homogeni zation. Along 
with this concrete change affecting the very fabric of soc ial life, 
many other approaches underscore the needs and entitlements of 
the ordinary people. Although many of civil societies' activities are 
clearly and popularly non-political (particularly the charitable groups, 
human ri ghts etc.), these are ce ntered on the same forms of 
mobilization embedded in civil society and yet have political goals. 
That is, they seek to influence the political process, but from outside 
of its conventional institutions. Highly cri tical of a profit-driven world 
th~t is becoming inhospitable to democracy and social justice, they 
bu1ld on values such as solidarity and compassion for the poor and 
well being of others. The anti-globalization movement is perhaps 
the clearest expression of this phenomenon. 

Globalization and Civil Society 

With the new internati onal trade regimes of the 1980s, a new, 
thoroughly globali zed economy is taking shape throughout the 
world. As capitalism reaches across borders in search of markets 
raw materials, and lower labour costs, transnational corporation~ 
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a re beginning to have a n ever mo re profound im?act o n the 
economies o f indiv idua l natio ns. In thi s new econom1c era, when 
corporations rul e the world, what is the ro le of the government in 
se tting a natio n 's economic agenda and e nsuring the econo mic 
security o f the c iti zens and communities? Fo r past two decades, 
governme nts have transformed mach o f the ir sovere ig nty to global 
corporations. Mbogori and Chig udu believe th a t the fu ndamental 
politi ca l conflic t, the refore, will not be between na ti ons or even 
between trading blocs but between the fo rces of globa lization and 
th e te rritoria ll y based fo rces of loca l survi val seeking to preserve 
and rede fine community (Mbogori and Chig udu 1999). Since the 
late 1980s and particularly since the Earth Summit in Rio in 1992, a 
growing network of transnatio nal non-governmenta l organizations 
has ga ined unprecedented innuenccs in shapi ng the inte rnationa l 
agenda on issues ranging from c limate change and human rights to 
land mines and the working of the multila teral deve lopment banks. 
Throug h the ir efforts, governme nts have endorsed . sometimes 
reluctantly, international conve ntions tha t bind countries to take 
spec ificatio ns and produce measurable outcomes. On this new g lobal 
s tage, c ivi l soc ie ty o rganizations and NGOs ha ve beco me potent 
players in shap ing and resolving contenti ous inte rna ti onal issues. 
The movement has catalyzed a new larger 'democracy movement' 
that is g row ing both within countri es. as wel l as among c it ize n 
organizations g loball y. In India it "is being called a ' living democracy' 
move ment th a t v iews de moc rac y thro ug h th e pr is m o f local 
e mpowerm e nt and communit y contro l of resources. In Canada, 
hundreds o f organizations have articu lated a new 'citize n agenda' 
tha t has attempted to wrest control o f government instillltions back 
from corporations. In Ch il e, coalition of environmental movements 
has c reated a powerful sustainable Chi le movement that seeks to 
reverse he r drift towards neo- li bc ra li s m and reasse rt contro l of 
national priorities and resources. Similar movements have blossomed 
~n Braz il, focused espec ia lly on the rights of the poor and landless; 
1n Bol iv ia, w he re a mass peasant moveme nt has b loc ked th e 
privatization of water; in Mexico. where Mayans have re-ignited the 
spirit of indigenous rights to land and resources; in France, where 
farmers have ri sen up in revolt agajns t the rule of trade that threatens 
to destroy small sca le fanning; in Eng land, whe re cons truc tion of 
new hi ghways through the rural landscapes have brought hundreds 
of tho usands of people o ut to mark blaming globalization and its 
need for high speed transport (Broad 2002: 42). 
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What does globalization do to civil society? The answer is it 
threatens civil society in a variety of ways. The social e ffects of 
economic responses to the challenges of globalization have become 
the subject of public and scholarly attention, especially in the United 
States. Thi s is no accident. North America is the home of modern 
civil society, where threats to its strength are most acutely felt. The 
fo llowing illu strations of pressures on civi l society draw from 
American as well as European experiences. 

First economic globalization appears to be associated with new 
kinds of social exclusion. For one thing income inequalities have 
grown. This is a new type of inequality. It would be better described 
as inequalization, the opposite of levell ing. The income of the top 
lO or even 20 per cent is rising s ignificantly, whereas the bottom 
20, indeed 40 per cent see their earnings decline. A very s ignificant 
set seems to have fallen within the underclass section. They arc a 
soc ially excluded section , not even a c lass, they are the truly 
disadvantaged, an indictment of the res t. Many of the trul y 
disadvantaged are not yet econom ica ll y excluded; they arc a lso 
excluded on other grounds, such as race, nationality, re ligion etc. A 
wave of ethnic cleansing is not confined to war zones like Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, but threatens to engulf the first world as well. 

What docs this have to do with globalization? Those whose skills 
are needed arc paid a good salary but many who had a reasonable 
wage or salary in the past have now sunk to a miserable and often 
irregular real income. Indeed, the perception is that some are s imply 
not needed; that the economy can grow wi thout the ir contribution 
whichever way you look at them; that they stand as a cost to the rest , 
not a benefit. 

Then, there is the tragedy of the middle c lass in the developed 
world. The latest wave of efficie ncy gains has made the o ffice 
workers redundant. The once hailed echelon of middle management 
has almost vani shed. Such trends created a fundamenta l change in 
the world of work . No one would argue that the re is not enough 
work to be done, but work at decent rate of pay is increasingly hard 
to come by. It is a pri vilege, not a realistic aspiration for a ll. In 
manufacturing, in agriculture and in all other fields, half or fewer of 
those employed in the past can today produce twice as much or 
more. What remains is a strange assortment of ill -paid pe rsonal­
service jobs. In Europe, it is estimated, as per the present nature of 
marketization, there will probably be I 0 per cent unemployment in 
the coming years out of the total population of those in employment 



Whither Civil Society Ill 

age. So, poverty and unemployment threaten their very fabric. Civil 
soc iety requires opportunities of parti cipation, which in advanced 
countries are provided by work and a decent minimum standard of 
li':'ing. Once a growing number loses these, c ivil society goes down 
With the m. 

The dismantliJ!g of the welfare state is on the agenda everywhere. 
Flex ib ility has bee n me ntio ned as a n ad vant age of eco no mic 
globali zation. But it is the reverse of stability and security as well. 
One may fairly debate the extent to which stability and security are 
preconditi ons of c ivil soc ie ty. Both geographical immobility and 
wel fare state security may have gone too far in parts of Europe in 
~he 1960s and 1970s. But the economic response to globalization is 
Intrinsicall y inimical to both stability a nd security. Uprooting people 
becomes a conditi on of e ffic ie ncy and competiti veness. 

Such deve lopments have advantages but they are to some extent 
unava ilable to the wider sections of society. The pendulum seems 
sw ing ing fa r in the oppos ite directi on which may lead to the 
destruction of important features. Ln America and Europe inner cities 
te ll a shocking part of the story. Limited term-contracts, like part­
time work, is fine for while, notabl y for the young and the able­
bodied and perhaps fo r c hild-bearing women . But peop le, even 
children, do get o lder and d iscovering at the age of 55 and sometime 
~arl ier tha t you are no longer needed is enough to turn many into 
g rey pa nthe rs'. T he press ures of g loba l iza tion. seems to have 

brought about what may be called ·Socia l Darwinism '. The people 
have been th rough a period of rampant individua lism. Individua ls 
Were set against each other in fierce competition where the strongest 
of the lot prevailed. In the end of the 19'h century there was a reaction 
to individua lism in the form of collect ivism. Now it stands discredited. 

Perhaps 1he most serious e ffect of the va lues, which go with 
~exibility, efficiency, producti vity, competiti ve.ness and profi tabil.ity, 
15 the destruc ti o n o f public services. A nat iO na l heallh sc~v ~ce, 
Universal public education. basic income guarantee become v1ct1ms 
of a n cco norn is m, whi c h is run n ing a mok. S mall wonders tha t 
commuter transport o r env ironmental protection. or publ ic safe ty 
suffers in the process. This gloomy picture is not the whole story. 
Many people, of course, are better off than ever before, th:y have 
more c hoices, they live longer, and they have better educauon ru~d 
le isure pursui ts. Yet there can be l ittl e doubt that t !1~ eco~om1c 
challenge of the global market-place has not helped ctvtl soctety. 
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Why not 10 defend Civil Society? 

The unfettered market, which also generated tremendous wealth for 
the privileged, has also demonstrated its capacity to generate new 
poveny on an unprecedented scale. Health gains that were translating 
into longer Jives and declining infant mortality are being offset, if 
not nullified, by the HIV epidemic. The end of Cold War and the 
promise of a peace dividend for development have not materialized. 
In its wake, we have experienced intransigent civil strife, rising ethnic 
conflict, and tensions. Why is there no massive movement to defend 
civil society? Where is the 20'h century equi valent of the labour 
movement of the late 19'h century? ll docs not, and it will not exist. 
For reasons, which antedate the chall enges of globali zation, 
individualization has not just transformed civil soc iety, but social 
conflicts too. Many people may suffer the same fate, but there is no 
uni fied and unifying explanation of their suffering, no enemy that 
can be fought and forced to give way. More importantly, and worse 
still, the truly disadvantaged do not represent a new producti ve force 
to be reckoned with at present. The rich can get richer without them, 
government can rise and rise without their help. 

Individualized conflicts have been spreading, throughout USA 
and Europe, which is by no means easier to handle. It means that 
people have no sense of belonging, no sense of commitment, and 
therefore no reason to observe the law of the values behind it. If 
there are no jobs, why not smoke pot, go to rave parties, steal cars to 
go on joy rides, mug old women, beat up rival gangs and, if need 
be, kill. So there developed a type of social disintegration. It has 
become assoc iated with a degree of ac tive disorder. Young men, 
increasingly young women too, and many who are not so young 
see no reason to abide rules of the system, which for them are the 
rules of others. They opt out of a society, which has pushed them to 
the margin already. They become a threat. Those who can afford it, 
pay for their protection. No profession is growing faster than private 
security services. Those who cannot afford protection become vic tims. 
A sense that something has gone badly wrong is spreading, a sense 
of anomie or lawlessness and deep insecurity. 

Capitalism itself changed, from sav ing to spending and on to 
borrowing. As it progressed, soc iety and politics also changed. 
Increasi ngly people demand a share of wealth they produce, they 
also want to be masters of their own lives. They want to travel, and 
watch television and choose their own neighbours. They want to 
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have a say in the ir own affairs, a vote, the right to form associations, 
the possibility to tell a government to go away. Civil soc ie ty and 
political li berty follow economic develo pment. But do they? 

Now in USA and Europe, te mptatio n to a uthoritarianism a re 
cons ide rab le. T o mentio n a few, in the US, growing leve ls of 
dis illus ionment with the political process wou ld see eve r decreasing 
levels of e lectora l participation. In some countries, questions abou t 
media monopoly began to rai se concerns about whether it had true 
access to reliable informati on on a range of socia l and poli tical choices 
or whether it had been replaced by a new orthodoxy reflecting pop 
culture rather than reasoned debate. Integrating the young into society 
is no longer easy. When fami lies fail , schools cannot succeed. Labour 
marke ts do not exac tly wai t for new comers. Many young people 
begin to drift and to embrace unsocial behaviour. All too often liberty 
has become licence. The behaviour of people in public is disgruntling. 
Unkempt me n drinking beer in public places, half undressed g irls 
cavorting about, no one paying respect to the e lderly or the infirm­
it needs to be s topped . The welfare state needs to be reformed, which 
cannot be done without hardships. If people d o not want to work, 
they must be made to do so. We want prospe rity for a ll. We want 
civil soc ieties, which ho ld together and provide te rms of an active 
and c ivilized li fe for a ll c itizens. We want the rule of law and political 
ins tituti o ns, which a llow change as well as c ritical discourse, and 
the explo ration o r new horizons. Efut wha t can be done to preserve a 
c ivilized balance of wea lth creation, soc ia l cohes ion and po li tical 
freedom? First, we have to change the language of public economics 
w ith an e mphas is o f soc ia l we ll -bei ng as s ugges ted by many , 
inc lud ing /\mart ya Sen. Second the nature of work is chang ing. It 
should be accepted and societal norms be reoriented on the ir reality. 
Third, di sadvantaged present an unmanageable problem. Everything 
that can be done to include the excluded must be done. It mean , as 
a British parliamentarian Frank Field puts it, ' to cut the supply routes 
to tomorrows' under c lass. Fou rth, globalization means centra lization . 
lt individua lizes and centralizes at the same time. Local communities 
can provide a practical basis for development. Fifth , gove rnment i 
weak. T he re is an acceptance of the fac t that in the global market 
place, Lhe actors are transnational companies and they ·cern to leave 
gove rnm ent out. But the y c learl y are not o ut of th e pic ture. 
Govemmc.nts set the tone for the econo my and for soc iety generally. 
Both public values and business values should be combined . 1\ new 
ba lance needs to be found. 
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Crisis of Civil Society in India 

Independent India opted for what came to be referred to as the ' third 
way', i.e., combining multiparty democracy, one of the di stinctive 
features of capitalist states, with planned economy, the hallmark of 
socialist states. This was indeed a challenging experiment; in that 
the best of both the models were fused together and in doing so, it 
attempted to fuse state, market, and civil society. Although, one­
party dominance persisted for most of the time in independent India, 
she did not become a party state or usurp the space of civil society 
(Oommen 2004: 115) . 

However the intensity of civil society activity in India since th~ 
late 1970s is manifestly a response to the centralizing tendencies of 
state structures, as well as to the inadequacy of state policies and 
their implementation, especially in the sphere of development (Jayal 
200 1: 225). The vibrancy of c ivil soc iety si nce 1970s is partly 
occasioned by the aberrations of the Indian state of which some are 
particularly gruesome, like the declaration of internal emergency 
during 1975-76; the manner in which O peration Blue Star was 
conducted in 1984 to flu sh out Sikh militants from the Golden 
Temple; the failure to bring to book those who indulged in anti-Sikh 
riots in 1984; the failure to prevent dismantling of the Babri Masjid 
in 1990; and the torching of Graham Stains, the Australian missionary 
and his two sons in 1999. On the other hand, it should be kept in 
mind that these instances illustrate how the state and civil society 
condition each other. Recent years have witnessed the emergence 
of two trends which are quite unparalleled in their attempt to extend 
the frontiers of Indian democracy. These are the multitude of social 
movements (sometimes called grassroots politics) and the politkal 
assertions of the historically disadvantaged lower castes, primarily 
the 'dalits' and the castes officially designated as the Other Backward 
Classes. The newer social movements emerged as a response to, 
among other things, the violations of civil liberties and human rights, 
the subordinate position of women in Indian society, the degradation 
o f the environment, the popu lation di splacement caused by 
development projects, and the destruction of tribal cultures. These 
have often been referred to as 'new social movements' , because of 
an apparent similarity with contemporary social movements in 
Western Europe, such as the women's, peace and environmental 
movements. They are not post industrial movements (in many cases 
they are pre-industrial), and while several are active in the arena of 
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extra-parliamentary politics, their claims are perforce addressed to 
the state. Ecological conflicts in India, for example, have not been 
movements of middle-class urban e nvironmen talism, but rather 
live lihood s truggles for people whose lives depend on natural 
resources such as forests and the sea (Gadgil and Guha 1994). Thus 
it is the struggle against felling trees in the forest of Garhwa1 and 
Kumaon or that against bauxite mining in the largely tribal belt of 
the Gandhamardan hills in Orissa, or even that against commercial 
fishing trawlers off the coast of Kerala-these are clearly quite distinct 
from the environmental movements in the western hemisphere. The 
res istances against project, which are perceived to be accelerating 
the process of destructive deve lopment, abound in India. In some 
cases, the s tate has given up the project (example, Silent Valley 
Projec t in Kerala) ; in other cases the s truggles are continuing 
(example, Narmada Bachao Andolan or Save Narmada movement). 
It is not really apt to designate these struggles as anti-state; it is more 
appropriate to designate them as pro-people. 

What is new about the social movements from the mid 1980s 
onward is that they are not linked to any revolutionary programme 
(as, for instance, the earlier peasant movements were), or to party 
politics, and rarely even to each other. Thus, for instance, movements 
de fe nding human rights and c ivi l liberties have worked 
independently from the environmental mo vements. Indeed it has 
been argued that the ir fragmen"tation and ad hoc character is the 
main problem of these move ments, as it prevents them from 
providing an alternati ve agenda for radical social change (Kothari 
1997: 448). Neverthe less, these movements can be said to have 
ex panded the frontiers of conventional politics quite considerably 
and, even from their distinct vantage point of extra-parliamentary 
protest, added to the vocabulary of Indian democracy. 

The political assertions of the historically disadvantaged castes in 
the 1990s have, at least partly, been linked to the implementation of 
the Mandai Commiss ion Report (submitted in 1980, but implemented 
by the VP Singh government), gua rantee ing reserved quo tas for 
members of these castes. 'Compensatory discrimination ' (Galantcr 
1984) had already been provided for in the constitution, through 
reservation in parliament as we ll as the state legislatures, publ ic 
employment, and education for the scheduled castes and tribes, 
approximately in accordance with their proportion in the population. 
Almost simultaneously with the acceptance of Mandai Commission 
report, recent years have seen the emergence of a polit ical alliance 
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of the 'daJit-bahujan' castes, often seeking also to encompass the 
Muslim minority in its fold. Their geographical concentration has 
been mainly in the plains of Uttar Pradesh and Bihar, and their 
ideological programme has also been somewhat limited. As presently 
constituted, however the idea of 'social justice' in 'dalit-bahujan' 
political discourse has bestowed an altogether different meaning on 
the conception of social justice associated with the radical programme 
of the left. This new conception of social justice does not seek to 
transform the entire social order or even to impart a more equitable 
meaning to the universal idea of ci tizenship, but rather to create 
special categories of citizenship in relation to certain social goods, 
mainly education and public employment, and latterly , political 
power. Consequently, class differences are pushed into the 
background. It is sometimes argued that even as policies are devised 
to compensate for historical wrongs, such processes may actually 
result in the greater entrenchment of caste identity and the 
consolidat ion of caste co nsc iousness. The politica l parti es 
representing these social groups are conventionally identified as the 
Bahujan Sarnaj Party, the Samajwadi Party, and sections of the Janata 
Dal. 

The role of new social movements to the Statist discourse on 
development should be considered first. Feminist, ecological, and 
indigenous people 's movements are chall enging the State's 
subordination of women, dalits, tribals and minorities. The women's 
movement, forest struggles, and the movements against big dams 
are articulating alternative forms of governance. Not only are the 
new social movements redefinin g and transforming subal tern 
knowledge that has been subordinated and suppressed by dominant 
forms of knowledge, they are also demystifying democracy as a 
consultative and participatory social relation (Parajuli 200 I: 259). 

The barriers of traditional society have broken down; democracy 
has provided ordinary people with the language to reject social 
subordination, even if insubordination cannot, in material terms mean 
very much for the poor. Here elections are viewed as a political 
festival, drawing upon elements of secu lar and religious rituals. 
Through this democratic rite, voters not merely endorse particular 
candidates, they also redefine political hierarchy and create new 
sets of individual and collective relationships in the polity. 

New social movements are distinct from traditional anti systemic 
movements such as oppositional parties in two ways. First, the focus 
of these movements is not to capture state power through elections 
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or a violent revolution but to transform the nature of politics itself. 
Second, new social movements in India and elsewhere di spe l the 
myth of a vanguard. In these movements, antagonisms are expressed 
not o nly through c lass but a lso throug h multiple 'sites of power' 
such as gender, e thnicity, caste, and regional identity (Parajuli 2001: 
262). 

This tension be tween the pro-development state and new social 
movements can best be characterized as a s truggle for hegemony. 
In the cause of development, the s tate generates one programme 
after another in order to co-opt people's initiatives. However, with 
the s tate committing itself more and more to these issues , the 
contradictions within the society also increased . As a result of this 
th e s ta te's ab ility to mo bili ze and impl e me nt development 
programmes is facing an acute c risis. 

New soc ial movements use multiple strategies to counteract sta te 
power by apply ing the ir own indicators to assess the desirability of 
deve lo pme nt. As carrie rs of e merging hegemony, new social 
movements are ne ither uniform nor devoid of tensions. The debates 
and tensions within the women 's, incligenous people's and ecological 
movements in India are by no means resolved. They do not have a 
uniform code of do 's and don'ts, ne ithe r are they imprisoned by 
universal categories of predete rmined visions . More s ignificantly, 
at the core o f these movements the re is self-c ritical spirit and a 
sustained inner struggle. In each sLnfggle, the re is an internal tension 
be tween grasping ava ilable opportunity and claiming identity, 
between partic ipating in the existing politico-econo mic space and 
seeking autonomy. A new culture is emerging from soc ial conflicts 
that appear within this process of transformation (Touraine 1998). 

Several questions emerge out of the above discussion. How will 
the politics of new social movements take shape? Will the various 
movements cominue separately or will they find a common ground 
to form a 'popular national will' ? How will the knowledge base of 
th~se identities be articulated? What will emerge out of these multiple 
m1cro experiments is open to the future. 

But the most important question is: how will this reactivated civi l 
society interact with the Indian state and its political parties? The 
promise of new social movements lies in the fact that the benevolent 
~mage of the state in independent India is outdated. More and more, 
It has become an appendage to market forces and the international 
economic order. Traditional political parties have also lost the vigour 
and credibility to provide alternative (such as integrated development, 
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eco-development, sustainable development). Now they are seeking 
an alternative development. 

Another very contradictory situation has also emerged in India as a 
result of globalization, as in other parts of the developing world, as 
mentioned in the introductory part of this paper. The retreat of the state, 
which is almost a corollary of economic liberalization, hurts the poor in 
a material sense. The soft options in fiscal adjustment lead to cuts in 
public expenditure in social sectors, as the resources allocated for poverty 
alleviation, health care, education and welfare programmes decrease, 
or do not increase as much as they should, in real terms, so that there is 
a squeeze on social consumption. Cuts in subsidies are often at the cost 
of the poor. The story does not end there as the state withdraws from 
investment in infrastructure, it is the poor who go without. But that is 
not all. Markets and globalization have a logic of their own, which 
leads to inclusion for some and exclusion for others or affluence for 
some and poverty for others. There are some winners. There are some 
losers. Exclusion is no longer simply about the inability to satisfy the 
most basic human needs in terms of food, clothing and shelter for large 
number of people. It is much more complicated. For, the consumption 
pattern and the lifestyles of the rich associated with globalization have 
powerful demonstration effects. People everywhere, even the poor and 
excluded, are exposed to these consumption possibility frontiers because 
the electronic media has spread the consumerist message far and wide. 
This creates expectations and aspirations. But the simple fact of life is 
that those who do not have incomes cannot buy goods and services in 
the market. Thus, when the paradise of consumerism is unrealizable or 
unattainable, which is the case for the common people, it only creates 
frustration or alienation. The recent election is a clear ind ication of this 
trend, the people overwhelmingly rejected those who were in power 
unable to provide the basic amenities for the poor. As the results of 
the election clearly show, when the poor are allowed to vote freely, 
they tum their backs en masse on policies that do nothing to improve 
their situation. 
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