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Women and the public sphere:  

Gender politics in West Bengal

Dayabati Roy

Though the idea of ‘civil society’ has a long history, particularly in the 
West, almost certainly since the beginning of modern political theories, 
it “has made a dramatic return recently” all over the world (Kaviraj and 
Khilnani 2002, p 1). A new wave of political discourse has emerged in 
the intellectual and academic fields as a consequence of globalisation over 
the last couple of decades, and debate and discussion on the idea of ‘civil 
society’ has gained momentum. In fact, the idea has of late gained so 
much importance so as to partly explain contemporary politics that have 
emerged in every corner of the world – very often in the form of local 
or micro level social movements, working for greater democratisation, 
equitable development and social justice.

Two vital questions arise at this point in relation to India and the 
historical context of the countries of the Global South. The first ques-
tion is whether the same idea of ‘civil society’, which is broadly used to 
describe and analyse the public sphere beyond the domain of state in 
Western countries, can be equally useful to describe the conditions of 
Indian politics. The second question concerns whether the idea of ‘civil 
society’ can at all be applicable to explore the gender dimension of the 
political practices in India. 

This paper seeks to understand the usefulness and relevance of ‘civil 
society’ as a conceptual category for exploring the gender dimension in 
some recent local level social movements surged in West Bengal, an Indian 
state. By examining the underlying dynamics of women’s participation 
in the emerging politics of West Bengal, the study reveals that the idea 
of ‘civil society’ in all its diverse meaning seems to be inadequate or 
inappropriate when it comes to explaining contemporary gender politics 
of post-colonial India. If we do not opt for other conceptual categories 
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appropriate to study the specific political conditions of countries like 
India, the specificities of the political practices in these countries would 
be considered just as a ‘deviation’ from the ‘norm,’ ie the normative 
political theories, as imagined and practised mainly in the West.

‘Civil society’ as an analytical concept 

‘Civil society’ seems to be considered one of the core classical concepts 
created and used in modern political theories to analyse and envisage 
modern capitalist societies of the world. As opposed to the state, ‘civil 
society’ is perceived as a modern institution, meant for the interest of the 
citizens. In the context of Western modes of development, the concept 
is defined as the modern institutions of the propertied people “which 
are based on equality, autonomy, freedom of entry and exit, contract, 
deliberative procedures of decision-making, recognized rights and duties 
of members, and other such principles” (Chatterjee 2001, p 172). These 
kinds of associational formations have also been observed in non-Western 
societies like India as a result of colonial endeavours since the nineteenth 
century. However, very few people in this country actually could engage 
themselves in these types of projects of modernisation, and the vast masses 
of people have remained outside. They have, on the other hand, been 
involved in other types of political formations, characteristically very 
different from the associations of ‘civil society.’ In fact, ‘civil society’, as it 
exists in non-Western societies, seems to be somewhat different from the 
Western kind. This notwithstanding, we can use the term ‘civil society’, 
or bourgeoisie society as described by Hegel, to denote these modern 
associational formations as well.

But how can we explain these other political formations in post-
colonial India that are characteristically very distinct from the formations 
of ‘civil society,’ and which are based mainly on principles of morality, 
social justice and communitarian aspiration? The political practices of 
modern India, as we know, are immensely influenced by caste, religion, 
ethnicity and gender; and everyday politics – both inside the legislative 
houses and outside of it, at grass root level – have revolved around these 
social or communal identities. The majority of India’s common masses 
have been deprived of the basic human rights enshrined in the Constitu-



191

Session:  Gendered part ic ipat ion in c iv i l  society

tion of India since its origin. They are increasingly organising themselves 
in political formations in order to achieve their goals related to their 
lives and livelihoods. It is important to note that they are very often not 
organised or mobilised to defend their private property or some other 
individual interest of civil life; rather, they organise themselves either to 
defend their basic livelihoods or for the interests of their entire commu-
nity. In order to fulfill their demands, participants of these political 
formations try to garner support from political parties and members of 
‘civil society’ as well. The Government is very often compelled to concede 
to the demands of these political formations, even though their means 
are sometimes ‘violent’ or ‘illegal’ and certainly not complying with the 
norms of ‘civil society’ as defined by Western political theory.

Rethinking ‘civil society’

The question is how we can define and categorise such political practices 
and formations as have emerged in post-colonial countries in the recent 
times. How can we use the idea of ‘civil society’ to explain these political 
practices and the gendered participation in them? 

An analysis of three recent political movements in West Bengal reveals 
the actual dynamics of these political formations and women’s participa-
tion in it. On the basis of this analysis, this paper argues that the idea of 
‘civil society’ seems not to be applicable as an analytical category in the 
specific context of West Bengal or all over India. 

A very small section of citizens in the country might engage them-
selves in civil associational forms on the basis of autonomy and freedom 
of the individual. The civil associational forms of this section could be 
termed ‘civil society,’ even though the nature of their functioning differs 
to some extent from that of similar forms in the countries of the North. 
The elite, ‘bhadralok,’1 people in the cities or the urban areas, might 
belong to this category. 

However, the vast masses of common people of this region live and 
engage themselves continually in some kind of political formation in 
order to resolve their everyday complexities in regard to their lives and 
livelihoods and the basic entitlements enshrined in the Constitution of 
the Modern nation. These vast masses of people usually endeavour to 
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garner support from various political parties and from eminent persons 
in the so called ‘civil society’, asking them to mediate on their behalf in 
relation to the Government. Moreover, community, be it social or ethnic, 
matters to a great extent to these political formations of the people. 

Perhaps we could better understand political formations of the vast 
masses of peoples in the South through some other idea or concept, as 
Chatterjee ( 2004) proposed, by introducing the idea of ‘political society’?

Note

1.  The term bhadralok was coined in the nineteenth century Bengal to denote the English 
educated rich people in modern professions. In general, the people belonging to higher 
castes fell in this category.
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