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General Studies – 2; Topic: The role of NGOs, various groups and associations, 
institutional and other stakeholders 
 

Role of Civil Society in a Democracy 
 

1) Introduction 

 Civil society is the set of civic rights, including primarily everyone’s right to participate in Public life. 

 Civil society forms the backbone of democracy. 

 Democracy does not just revolve around what happens once in five years (elections) but how rights 
of the citizens are protected and are allowed to hold power holders accountable. 

 Civil society derives its strength from the Gandhian 
tradition of volunteerism, but today, it expresses itself in many different forms of activism. 

 Civil society refers to formal as well as informal entities and includes the private sector, the media, 
NGOs, professional associations and informal groups of people from different walks of life. 
 

2) Rise of Civil Society 

 The focus on civil society dates back to the 1980s, when political scientists began to speak of a 
‘crisis of representation’.  

 Citizens across the world had shifted from political parties and trade unions, to ‘newer’ modes: 
social movements, informal citizen groups and non-governmental organisations. 

 In India, by the late 1970s, the decline of all institutions gave rise to several mass-based political 
movements and grassroots activism.  

  The anti-caste movement, the struggle for gender justice, the movement for civil liberties, for a 
sound environment, and against mega development projects that have displaced thousands of poor 
tribals and hill dwellers, the movement against child labour, for the right to information, for shelter, 
for primary education, and for food security have mobilised in civil society.  

 The filing of Public Interest Litigations and the judicial activism played a role in strengthening of civil 
society. 
 

3) Why we need an active civil society? 

 Citizens have the right to scrutinise the work of their representatives. 

 To publicise acts such as infringement of civil liberties and failure of governments to provide a 
reasonable standard of life for the citizens. 

 Article 19 of the constitution provides for the democratic right to protest as part of the freedom of 
expression. 

 The right to participate in an activity should not be restricted to politics and elections alone. 

 Without this right, democracy becomes an illusion. 

 So civil society cannot be conceptualised independent of the state. 
 

4) Civil society’s functional contribution to good governance 

 Watchdog — against violation of human rights and governing deficiencies. 

 Advocate — of the weaker sections’ point of view. 

 Agitator — on behalf of aggrieved citizens. 

 Educator — of citizens on their rights, entitlements and responsibilities and the government about 
the pulse of the people. 

 Service provider — to areas and people not reached by official efforts or as government’s agent. 
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 Mobiliser — of public opinion for or against a programme or policy. 

 The ways include: Right to Information Act, Consumer Protection Act, Citizens Charters, 
Whistleblower protection, e-governance, Democratic Decentralisation, Public Interest Litigation, 
etc. 
 

5) Role of Civil Society 

 In a large developing country like India, there are numerous gaps left by the government in the 
development process. These are the gaps that civil societies try to fill in modern India. 

 Supplementing the government effort to provide health care to citizens, and by raising awareness 
in society about issues like child and maternal malnutrition 

 A number of NGO’s like Childline India Foundation, World Vision, Arambh India have played 
important role in raising awareness on child sexual abuse.  

 In the last 20 years, a very large number of NGOs in India have been active in the area of 
environmental protection.  

 The NGOs have often been helped by the judiciary whenever the government of the day has proved 
unresponsive.  

 The engagement of civil society and the media in educating citizens about the evils of corruption, 
raising their awareness levels and securing their participation by giving them a ‘voice’.  

 Civil society can influence policy and project formulation through membership of committees and 
submission of memoranda. 
 

6) Concerns 

 Civil society organisations and their donors are being labelled and targeted. 

 Funds are frozen, intelligence reports are selectively released to paint NGOs in a poor light, and 
their activities are placed on a watch list. 

 In November 2016, the Union Ministry of Home Affairs rejected the licence renewal applications of 
25 NGO. 

 In many instances, NGOs such as Greenpeace have been projected as being anti-national.  
 

7) Way Forward 

 A strong and vigilant civil society can be a check on corruption and form the basis for countervailing 
action.  

 Legislation on the lines of the US False Claims Act should be enacted, providing for citizens and civil 
society groups to seek legal relief against fraudulent claims against the government. 

  A free media has a crucial role in the prevention, monitoring and control of corruption. 

 Use of ICT in systems of governance in order to ensure wider participation of civil society groups 
and the private sector in the decision making process of governance.  

 Voter education, electoral reforms and periodical highlighting of the performance (or non-
performance) of elected representatives should be high priority items in civil society’s agenda. 
 

8) Conclusion 

 The state must respect the articulation of the politics of voice and not just the politics of the vote. 

 The promises of democracy can only be realised through collective action in civil society. 

 A democratic state needs a democratic civil society and a democratic civil society also needs a 
democratic state. They mutually reinforce each other. 

 


