
 

ECONSPEAK: A Journal of Advances in Management IT & Social Sciences, 

 Vol. 3, Issue 4, April 2013  Impact Factor 4.809   ISSN: (2231-4571) 
 www.skirec.org Email Id: skirec.org@gmail.com 

 

       
 

Page 86 

Civil Society and Democratic Deepening in India: A Governance Perspective 

 
Dr. Vibha Gupta, Associate Professor 

HOD (Political Science) 

Lajpat Rai College, Sahibabad, Ghaziabad-201005 

Email id - vibhagupta1966@icloud.com 

Abstract 

 

Civil society has increasingly been recognised as a crucial intermediary between the state and 

citizens in democratic systems. In India, the expansion of civil society organisations since the 

1990s has reshaped governance processes by influencing policy discourse, enhancing 

accountability, and facilitating citizen participation. This paper examines the role of civil 

society in democratic deepening in India from a governance perspective rather than a purely 

activist or oppositional lens. Using an original Civic Mediation Model (CMM), the study 

analyses how civil society contributes to democratic consolidation through policy mediation, 

institutional engagement, and social accountability. The paper argues that civil society in India 

has functioned primarily as a mediating institution that complements formal democratic 

structures rather than undermining them. This perspective offers a balanced understanding of 

civil society’s contribution to democratic governance. 
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1. Introduction 

 

Democratic governance extends beyond electoral competition and constitutional 

arrangements. It also depends on the quality of interaction between the state and society. Civil 

society organisations (CSOs), including non-governmental organisations, voluntary 

associations, professional bodies, and community groups, have increasingly shaped these 

interactions in contemporary democracies. 

 

In India, civil society has played a visible role in governance processes, particularly since the 

liberalisation period of the early 1990s. Public debates have alternately celebrated civil society 

as a force for accountability and criticised it as disruptive or unrepresentative. This paper 

moves beyond these polarized interpretations. 

 

The central argument of this paper is that civil society in India has contributed to democratic 

deepening primarily by mediating between citizens and institutions, thereby strengthening 

governance rather than challenging democratic legitimacy. 
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2. Civil Society and Democracy: Conceptual Perspectives 

 

The concept of civil society occupies a central place in democratic theory. Classical liberal 

perspectives view civil society as a sphere of voluntary association distinct from the state and 

the market. Participatory democratic theories emphasise its role in fostering civic engagement 

and political socialisation. 

 

More recent governance-oriented approaches conceptualise civil society as an intermediary 

actor that facilitates dialogue, accountability, and policy feedback. Rather than opposing the 

state, civil society is seen as interacting with institutions to improve governance outcomes. 

 

In the Indian context, civil society has evolved alongside democratic institutions, reflecting 

social diversity and regional variation. However, much of the existing literature focuses on 

episodic mobilisation rather than sustained institutional interaction. This paper adopts a 

governance lens to fill this gap. 

⸻ 

 

3. Analytical Framework: The Civic Mediation Model (CMM) 

 

To analyse the governance role of civil society, this paper introduces the Civic Mediation 

Model (CMM). The model identifies three dimensions through which civil society contributes 

to democratic deepening: 

❖ Policy Mediation (PM): Engagement with policy formulation, consultation processes, 

and issue framing. 

❖ Institutional Interface (II): Interaction with formal institutions such as legislatures, 

courts, and administrative bodies. 

❖ Social Accountability (SA): Monitoring service delivery, transparency initiatives, and 

grievance articulation. 

 

Each dimension is evaluated qualitatively to assess civil society’s contribution to governance 

capacity. 

⸻ 

 

4. Methodology 

 

The study employs a qualitative institutional approach combining:  

❖ Review of academic literature on civil society and governance in India 

❖ Analysis of policy consultation processes involving civil society organisations 

❖ Examination of governance initiatives where civil society played an intermediary role 

❖ Secondary case illustrations drawn from multiple sectors (without organisation-

specific attribution) 
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This methodology avoids partisan framing and focuses on institutional patterns. 

 

5. Policy Mediation and Civil Society Engagement 

 

Civil society organisations have increasingly participated in policy debates by providing 

expertise, articulating citizen concerns, and facilitating consultation. Through research reports, 

stakeholder consultations, and public dialogue, CSOs have contributed to more informed 

policy discussions. 

 

Rather than substituting formal political processes, policy mediation by civil society has 

supplemented representative institutions by broadening the informational base of decision-

making. 

 

CMM Assessment: Policy Mediation – High 

 

6. Institutional Interface and Democratic Processes 

 

Civil society’s interaction with democratic institutions represents a key dimension of 

governance. Engagement with legislatures, administrative agencies, and judicial forums has 

enabled civil society to function as a conduit between citizens and the state. 

 

Such interaction has strengthened institutional responsiveness without displacing formal 

authority. Importantly, these engagements have been framed within constitutional norms, 

reinforcing democratic legitimacy. 

 

CMM Assessment: Institutional Interface – Moderate to High 

 

7. Social Accountability and Governance Outcomes 

 

Social accountability initiatives undertaken by civil society have focused on transparency, 

service delivery monitoring, and grievance articulation. These efforts have complemented 

formal oversight mechanisms by providing ground-level feedback. 

 

Social accountability has been particularly significant in sectors involving local governance 

and public services, where citizen engagement enhances institutional performance. 

 

CMM Assessment: Social Accountability – Moderate 

 

8. Discussion 

 

The Civic Mediation Model highlights that civil society’s contribution to democratic 

deepening lies in sustained engagement rather than episodic mobilisation. By mediating 

between citizens and institutions, civil society has enhanced governance capacity and 

democratic responsiveness. 
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This governance-oriented understanding counters narratives that portray civil society as either 

purely oppositional or uniformly representative. Instead, civil society emerges as an adaptive 

institutional actor within democratic systems. 

 

9. Conclusion 

 

This paper concludes that civil society in India has contributed to democratic deepening 

primarily through mediation, institutional engagement, and accountability enhancement. 

Rather than undermining democratic authority, civil society has complemented formal 

institutions by strengthening governance processes. 

 

Civil society should therefore be understood as an integral component of democratic 

governance, capable of reinforcing institutional legitimacy through constructive engagement. 
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