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Time to tango! Bringing civil society and gender together 

 
Eva Maria Hinterhuber 

 
 

1. Civil society and gender: an introduction 

In the current worldwide struggles for democracy civil society actors play a crucial role. Civil 

society became especially visible in the course of the series of protests in Arab countries 

such as Tunisia and Egypt, as well as in the uprising movements against the (anticipated or 

already confirmed) democratic relapses in Eastern European countries like Russia and the 

Ukraine. Moreover, the phenomenon is not limited to authoritarian and hybrid regimes: Civil 

society is back into the center of attention also in so called post-democracies in Europe and 

the USA. New Social Media allow civil society actors to break new ground, both concerning 

mobilization strategies and forms of action. The context in which civil society activism takes 

place differs regarding politics, social systems, history, but also concerning the predominant 

gender relations. Irrespectively, women of various political attitudes, social backgrounds, 

ethnic and religious affiliation, and age are playing an active part in the struggles, also raising 

their voices for gender-political aims. They are successful in gaining visibility and articulating 

their demands to certain degrees; but, at the same time, their activism is contested and 

threatened by political setbacks and even open repression. The area of intersection between 

political transformation processes, the role of civil society, and gender relations require 

adequate scientific answers: not only civil society research, but also gender studies are 

challenged.  

Howell (2005: 39) states in his text on gender and civil society, that it has long become „time 

for gender and civil society theorists to tango“. In fact, there are relevant overlaps and, with 

regards to content, also important arguments for a closer exchange between gender studies 

in the field of political science and civil society research. Nevertheless, both sides are 

hesitant: The mainstream of civil society research does not systematically include gender as 

a category of analysis in its scientific work or it is, in many cases, limited to the mere 

„addition of women“, without critically questioning the chosen research subjects or 

underlying research perspectives (see Hagemann 2008: 24). But also women’s and gender 

studies in the field of political and social sciences have, for a long time, addressed “civil 
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society“ as a research subject only to a very limited extent (cf. Phillips 2002: 72, Reverter-

Bañón 2006: 6). Meanwhile, however, theoretical and empirical work on the topic of “Civil 

Society and Gender“ has been done.  

The literature review at hand aims at giving an overview on research on gender and civil 

society within the scope of social sciences and published within the time frame from the 

early 1990s to date. Different priorities can be identified in the literature on civil society and 

gender: the structure of this review is following them. After giving a short overview on the 

main branches of civil society research today, the topic “civil society and gender” is first of all 

discussed in regards to the dichotomy between public and private spheres. This starting 

point reflects a long tradition within feminist theory. Against this background, the suggestion 

of several theorists to integrate the family in a definition of civil society is considered. 

Another focus of feminist research on the topic is devoted to the gender implications of the 

widespread distinction between a social and a political part of civil society and its different 

weighting related to their relevance for democracy and/or democratic theory. Furthermore, 

the potential of a Gramscian understanding of civil society for gender-sensitive research is 

pointed out. The next section deals with the relationship between a gendered and dominant 

state and civil society from a gender perspective. The internal organization of civil society is 

also subject of feminist research. Furthermore, gender studies in the field of political and 

social sciences are interested in civil society in the context of democratization processes. 

Here, the role of women's organizations are placed centre-stage: Their objectives, topics, 

contents, their degree of organization and of political participation are described separately 

in this review1. Subsequently, chances for and limitations of gender-political influence of 

women's movements in European and global contexts are discussed under the heading of 

“governance, civil society and gender“. In the conclusion the achievements of gender 

approach as well as the gaps are listed, that gender studies can help civil society research to 

close. 

 

2. Civil society: power and limits of a concept 

While civil society research still had to fight for scientific recognition even in the early 1990s 

(see e. g. Narr 1994), by now it has firmly established itself in political and social sciences. 

1 In order not to go beyond the scope of the text I will exemplarily refer to the Russian context. 
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Like any other field of research it is not a monolithic block, but gathers under its roof a large 

number of different approaches. This is not least caused by the complexity and ambiguity of 

its central subject matter, of “civil society“. Within civil society research itself, the concept of 

civil society is used both in a normative, descriptive and analytical way (see Adloff 2003: 

422). 

The branch of research feeds itself from numerous historical sources, above all from the 

work of John Locke (1977 [1690]), Charles de Montesquieu (1965 [1748]) and Alexis de 

Tocqueville (1987 [1835, 1840]), each of them putting different, sometimes conflicting 

aspects into the focus of attention. New impetus was given to the concept of “civil society“ 

in the course of the fourth wave of democratization in Europe (cf. Beyme 1994:11), given the 

role played by informal groups in the processes of transition in Central and Eastern Europe in 

the late 1980s and 1990s2. In the wake of the “Arab Spring“3, civil society currently got back 

into the center of public attention. However, civil society is not only picked out as an 

important theme in relation to system change and transformation processes. Its role in 

multi-level systems, for example in Europe (see Kohler-Koch/Quittkat 2011), is discussed as 

well as in global contexts (e. g. in the annual Global Civil Society Yearbook, Oxford). 

Moreover, civil society is also of interest in connection with the phenomena of growing 

disenchantment with politics and voter apathy in so-called post-democracies (cf. Crouch 

2008). This is also true in the context of "The Strange Non-Death of Neo-Liberalism“ (Crouch 

2011; see also Butterwegge et al. 2008) – under its conditions high hopes are pinned on the 

“power of the powerless“ (as Vaclav Havel defined civil society) (e. g. Crouch 2011: 215, 

Habermas 2011). In addition, the role of civil society in the context of war, peace and post-

conflict is discussed (see Pfaffenholz 2011). To sum up: the concept is still on the upswing. 

Even though there is no standard definition of civil society, different orientations can be 

determined. Among them, the above named, idea-historic predecessors are still present 

today: Taylor (1991: 60ff.) distinguished two modern trends structuring the current debate 

on civil society – the so called „L-stream“ based on Locke’s notion of civil society, and the 

„M-stream“ referring to Montesquieu (see Schwertmann 2006: 27). Also the “functionalist-

structuralist“ concept of civil society, which dominates German transformation research, ties 

2 For an overview on civil society and transformation processes cf. Klein (2001: 35ff.). 
3 In the media, the term „Arab Spring“ has spread around the world as an expression for the social changes in 
the Arab world since the end of 2010. Cf. for the national press e. g. Karim El-Ghawary in „tageszeitung“ (2011). 

 3 

                                                        



   Working Paper No. 3|2014  
 
 
in the mentioned heritage lines by attributing to civil society four democracy-promoting key 

functions (cf. Merkel/Puhle 1999: 169-172): first, a protective function on the basis of Locke, 

second, an intermediary function according to Montesquieu, and third, a socialization 

function following Tocqueville. A fourth function, the so called „communication function“, 

adds a deliberative element to their concept of civil society (cf. Habermas 1992, 

Cohen/Arato 1992, Benhabib 1996, Fraser 1996). Furthermore, the researchers around 

Merkel, Lauth, and Croissant systematically reflected in their concept of civil society the 

three typical stages of transformation processes, i.e. liberalization, democratization, and 

consolidation (cf. Merkel/Lauth 1998)4. Moreover, they systematically took into account 

context factors, too (Croissant et al. 2000: 21ff)5. Besides of structuring the debate on civil 

society along theoretical traditions, the systematization is prevailing that distinguishes 

mainly between normative, field-logical and action-logical definitions of civil society. 

Normative conceptions, not least present in opposition movements in hybrid or 

authoritarian states, are relocating civil society in the future: civil society takes over the 

function of a utopia, thus of a yet to be built “democratic polity and just society“ (Zimmer 

2012b: 349f.; my translation, EMH). 

A field-logical definition locates civil society between the state and the economic sphere, but 

also beyond the private sphere and accordingly the family. In this definition, civil society 

consists of voluntary associations, including non-governmental organizations, foundations 

and social movements (see Gosewinkel 2003: 3f; Priller 2011: 14). Thus, the focus 

concentrates on actors that become active in a self-organized way (see Zimmer 2012b: 350). 

An action-theoretical approach, on the other hand, focuses on a particular type of social 

interaction (non-violent, compromise-oriented; cf. Zimmer 2012b: 350), for which a 

democracy-promoting effect is attested (cf. Gosewinkel 2003: 4). Thus, it is about „civil 

society“ in a literal sense, which, by the way, also requires an appropriate political 

framework (cf. Zimmer 2012: 4). 

A minor role in the systematization plays the “Other of Civil Society“ (Heins 2002; my 

translation, EMH): Here, civil society is defined by its antonyms (the barbarian, the military, 

the producer; ibid.). 

4 According to them, it is a „strategic“ civil society in the phase of liberalization, a „constructive“ in the phase of 
democratization, and a „reflexive“ civil society in the phase of consolidation (cf. Merkel/Lauth 1998). 
5 Among them the institutions and structures of the preceding authoritarian regime, the socio-cultural heritage, 
the socio-economic level of development as well as international influences (cf. Croissant et al. 2000: 21ff.). 
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Eventually, a line within civil society research draws on Gramsci and his concept of civil 

society. Here, civil society is perceived not as a sphere of freedom and self-determination, 

but – on the contrary – as a place where the struggle for social hegemony is settled. 

Gramsci, who stands in a Marxist tradition, differentiates between a societá borghese, a 

società civile and a societá politica (cf. Buttigieg 1994: 551). Thus, even if it was not his 

primary intention, Gramsci deserves the credit for clearly distinguishing between an 

economic, a civic and a governmental sphere (cf. Adloff 2005: 43f.). Between the 

economically oriented societá borghese and the political society, i.e. the state in the proper 

sense, he inserts an additional level, civil society (cf. Schade 2002: 15). Here, civil society 

actors6 fight the battle over cultural hegemony "with discursive, consensual means" (Schade 

2002: 15; my translation, EMH). Thus, Gramsci emphasizes that the state relies, in addition 

to "'direct domination' or rule“ (Gramsci 1975: 9, as cited in Bobbio 1988: 82f.), on the 

legitimating foundation and protection of his authority (cf. Klein 2001: 108). Moreover, civil 

society and political society are both understood as part of an extended definition of the 

state, the "integral state" (see Buttigieg 1994: 551).7 For subaltern groups8 it is therefore 

essential to establish their own institutions in order to obtain counter-hegemony; a key role 

in this context is assigned to the "organic intellectual", deriving from the respective group 

(cf. Adloff 2005: 42). Gramsci’s vision is a "regulated society", in which the state and civil 

society merge into another (cf. Klein 2001: 112). This objective has been criticized as a 

possible gateway for totalitarianism (Bellamy 1988: 15, as cited in Klein 2001: 112), but also 

for its instrumental perception of civil society: Such a perspective rejects the independent 

right of civil society to exist, a necessity that is stressed especially by democratic theory (cf. 

Klein 2001: 114). Despite of such contested aspects, Gramsci’s conceptual framework offers 

a number of connecting factors not least for the critical voices within civil society research. 

And civil society research is, regardless of all its achievements especially during the last two 

decades, also object of criticism: It is reproached for being blind to gender-specific 

differences, and additionally for too often clinging to euro-centric or Western models of 

thought. It is said to ignore exclusive tendencies and manifest hierarchies within civil 

6 Gramsci defines civil society actors in the classical sense as intermediary organizations, but includes also 
families, corporations, culture or ideology (cf. Adloff 2005: 42) 
7 How exactly civil society is positioned in this theoretical model is contested in the scientific community (for an 
overview on the debate: cf. Klein 2001: 108ff). 
8 In accordance with his Marxist orientation, Gramsci’s considerations apply to the working class. 
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societies, and to blind out the “ugly“ (thus violent) side of civil society (cf. e. g. Hagemann 

2008: 22f.). Also, new forms of participation (cf. e. g. de Neve/Olteanu 2013), e.g. in the 

context of new social media or new collective actions such as politicized consumerism – as 

an individualized (and in fact mostly female) commitment – require to reconsider the 

definition of “civil society“ (cf. Lamla 2005). Here, bringing gender in can put things right: 

Considering the results of research on gender and civil society can provide answers to some 

of the mentioned virulent issues within conventional civil society research, as the studies at 

hand are often exploring the boundaries of the prevailing concepts of civil society 

(Hagemann 2008: 37). 

 

3. Civil society: public or private? 

A central starting point of feminist research on the topic of „civil society“ is the examination 

of the public and the private sphere, which in the history of feminist theory plays a 

prominent role since its inception (see Pateman 1989: 118). Feminist theorists have 

thoroughly examined the gendered dichotomy between public and private, which runs 

through the western history of theories. How direct their impact on the perception of civil 

society is, shows the work of Okin (1998: 116-141, see also Hagemann 2008: 29, Howell, 

2005: 12-13, Klein 2001: 190). She pointed out that the juxtaposition of „public“ and 

“private“ includes the distinction between state and society as well as that between 

domestic and non-domestic life: According to the first distinction civil society is assigned to 

the private, whereas in accordance with the second it is attributed to the public. Against the 

background of the gendered character of the dichotomy, civil society appears from the 

second perspective as a „male“ area from which women are absent or even excluded (see 

also Phillips 2002: 72) – it is still women who are traditionally located in the private, 

domestic sphere and the family, including an ascribed responsibility for reproductive work to 

women which is justified with essentialist arguments. That this gender-specific division of 

labor is an essential prerequisite for a “social contract“, Carole Pateman has argued 

convincingly in her theory of “The Sexual Contract“ (1988). The boundary between “public“ 

and “private“ appears in this context as social construct (Hagemann 2008: 28), which is 
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variable and subject to change9. At the same time it is clear that the autonomous subject of 

civil society, the citizen, is conceptualized as male (see also Wilde 2009: 43) as well as its 

connotation. Only when the sexual contract as a pre-condition for a social contract is blinded 

out, it is possible to construct civil society as a place of freedom and self-determination (see 

Wilde 2009: 46). 

As a political structure, the sexual contract still characterizes contemporary democracies 

(see Wilde 2009: 42). A mere revaluation of areas traditionally ascribed to women thus 

remains in the dichotomy that underlies the sexual contract. In contrast, a „concept, that 

assigns to civic policy [exclusively; EH] the task to formulate basics for common political 

identity of subjects“ offers a possible alternative, especially from a gender perspective (ibid.: 

44, with reference to Mouffe, 1992; my translation, EMH). 

 

4. Civil society and the family 

From a gender perspective, the arguments described above are challenging the conventional 

definitions of “civil society“. In order to overcome the gender blindness of the concept, 

these challenges were countered with the suggestion to include the private and accordingly 

the family into a definition of “civil society“ (cf. Phillips 2002: 74-75). Numerous authors, 

among them Habermas (1992), have consequently included the family into their concepts of 

civil society. Cohen and Arato perceive the family even as a “key institution in civil society“ 

(ibid. 1992: 631), in which, in a nutshell, autonomous individuals are able to develop „civic 

virtue and responsibility“ (ibid., see also Cohen 1993). Yet, Cohen (1993) sought to 

reformulate the liberal core of the private – without its gender-hierarchic connotations –, in 

order to cope with the existing differences between the two spheres. 

However, including the family into a definition of civil society is not without controversy 

even in feminist science: The family is also subject to the structures of dominance and 

subordination within the prevailing gender relations (see, for example Ostner 1997; 

Ginsbourg 2005; Hagemann 2008: 33ff.). Moreover, as shown by queer studies, the family 

remains a place of heteronormativity. Sänger rejects the mere integration of family and 

accordingly the private; she stresses the „relational dimension of the relationship between 

9 An empirical proof offer the changes of the relationship between public and private in post-socialist transition 
states. Their effects on gender relations were analyzed by Pateman in a second work (Pateman 1989), referring 
to the emergence of civil society parallel to the shift to a „free“ market economy.  
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private and public“ (2007: 19; my translation, EMH). Thus, the two spheres do not per se 

deserve protection, but rather have to be questioned every time anew in regards to social 

domination and power relations. In the end, it is “the question of the separation of the 

spheres of the private and the public itself [which becomes] subject of democratic decisions“ 

(Klein 2001: 194-195; my translation, EMH; cf. also Cohen/Arato 1992 as well as in Habermas 

1992). 

 

5. Separate civil societies? 

Also from the discussion of “public“ and „private“ derives the feminist critique of the 

widespread “conceptual separation of civil society in a democracy-relevant, political- public 

and a seemingly less significant to democracy, social-private branch“ (Ruppert 1998: 501; my 

translation, EMH). Young comes to a similar conclusion: She pointed at a distinction between 

a „literary-cultural and a political-public sphere“ of civil society on a conceptual level (cf. 

Young 1999 cited by Hagemann 2008: 32).  

Given the social division of labor between the sexes, both distinctions are deeply gendered. 

The higher weight of a political to a social or “literary-cultural branch“ (ibid.) of civil society 

again reflects hierarchical gender relations. Accordingly, the conceptual assumption of such 

“separate civil societies“ (Ruppert, 1998: 500; my translation, EMH) is dismissed by feminist 

scholars, yet to varying degrees: one side evaluates social engagement only as part of civil 

society when in addition to social services advocacy functions are fulfilled, too (cf. 

Appel/Gubitzer/Sauer 2003: 14-15). Other voices go further: According to them, social 

organizations create the foundations for political participation, hold a politicization potential 

and may even initiate processes of social change – potentially also in terms of gender 

relations (Sifft/Abels 1999: 27, see also Hinterhuber 2012). 

 

6. Gender and civil society: the recourse to Gramsci  

In addition to the analysis of the gendered character of the distinction between public and 

private and its consequences not least for the definition of civil society, another strand of 

feminist theory refers to Gramsci’s model of civil society (among others cf. Appel et al. 2003, 

Cohen 1999, Fraser 1996, Hagemann 2008, Phillips 2002, Sauer 2004, Sänger 2007, Wilde 

2009, Wilde 2013). Although Gramsci's concept is originally focused on class struggle, it can 

also be related to the "battle of the sexes": It stands to reason that it can be adapted to 
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other social categories that structure society and constitute social power relations. Thus, it is 

obvious that feminist theorists as well as activists have taken up the terminology of the 

author and applied his model to hierarchical gender relations that need to be overcome.  

As mentioned before, Gramsci understands civil society as a terrain, “on which social 

domination and power relations are contested” (Sänger 2007: 19; my translation, EMH). 

Thus, he deserves the credit to have worked out „the dimension of conflict over the cultural 

power of interpretation in modern civil societies“ (Adloff 2005: 43; my translation, EMH), 

which cannot be underestimated – especially from a gender perspective. Fraser's theoretical 

design of “subaltern counterpublics“ (1997: 81) can be interpreted in a Gramscian tradition: 

according to her model, subaltern counterpublics are “parallel discursive arenas where 

members of subordinated social groups invent and circulate counterdiscourses, which in 

turn permit them to formulate oppositional interpretations of their identities, interests, and 

needs” (ibid: 81). Also, Young’s (2000) model of the public sphere evokes associations to civil 

society in a Gramscian sense, as it is perceived as “a locus/space for conflicts and struggles 

about inclusion and exclusion of marginalized social groups in democracy, as well as for 

contestation and negotiation of political discourses, policies and visions for the future of the 

polity” (Mokre/Siim 2013: 26). 

Given that the legal achievements of recent decades could not overcome the hierarchical 

character of gender relations, it becomes apparent that the goal of gender equality cannot 

be realized exclusively at the state level. From a gender perspective, civil society is thus the 

space where the struggle for gender equality is taking place (cf. Phillips 2002: 79). „Gender-

sensitive, anti-patriarchal hegemony – e. g. new labor relations, equal social and economic 

rights for men and women – must be fought for and enforced in civil society“ (Sauer 2003: 

132; my translation, EMH). Moreover, Gramsci's concept of power clearly reveals the 

ambivalence of civil society: "It is at the same time a moment of domination and of 

resistance" (Schade 2002: 15; my translation, EMH). Against this background, civil society 

cannot be perceived in opposition to a gendered and dominant state as „a sphere of free 

communitization, but [as] an area where time and again a women-friendly order must be 

created anew“ (Appel et al 2003: 11-12; my translation, EMH). 
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7. Civil society and the state 

Dealing with the gendered and dominant state and its relationship with civil society is 

another branch within feminist science: “Civil society has no meaning unless it is conceived 

of in relation to the state”, Reverter-Bañón brings it to the point (2006: 9). Initially, feminist 

theorists as well as the protagonists of the new women's liberation movement(s) perceived 

the state mainly as a power authority that was held responsible for the maintenance of the 

hierarchical gender relations (cf. Phillips 2002: 84). According to the advocates of this 

“interdependentist position”, the state appears to be the “maximum representative of the 

patriarchal system” (Reverter-Bañón 2006: 20), while civil society holds a positive 

connotation. Not only the rise of neoliberal ideologies, the concomitant reorganization of 

government (cf. Butterwegge et al 2008), and the cutback of the welfare state transformed 

the image of civil society: The goal of a lean, activating, enabling state was accompanied by 

the idea of a strong civil society in which autonomous individuals independently manage 

their affairs. Problematic from a gender perspective: Civil society engagement should 

thereby relieve the social security systems and at the same time find a way out of the tight 

labor market situation. Feminist scholars recorded very early, that the reduction of social 

services went along with their implicit or explicit shift into civil society, and simultaneously 

alluded that these changes were not gender-politically neutral (e. g. Gubitzer 2000). 

Biesecker et al. speak in this context of a „restriction of public space by double privatization“ 

(2007: 29; my translation, EMH): on the one hand, former state responsibilities are 

transferred to companies, and, on the other hand, the individual responsibility of citizens is 

stressed. 

In the face of the still prevailing sexual contract, women are the makeshifts for neoliberal 

politics (see Appel et al. 2003: 7): They have to bear the subsequent costs of this 

development to a disproportionate degree by providing (even) more unpaid reproductive 

work, e. g. in regards to family homecare (cf. Phillips 2002: 81-82, Schnabl 2003: 87). The 

social division of labor between the sexes aggravates at the expense of women (cf. Sauer 

2003: 125), which also negatively affects their opportunities for societal and political 

participation (Hinterhuber/Wilde 2007: 14). Under these circumstances, putative 

innovations rather represent a relapse into and a consolidation of traditional gender-

hierarchical structures (see Pauer-Studer 2003: 85).  

From this perspective, civil society can be interpreted as „an ideological device for justifying 
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a particular vision of the state“ (Howell, 2005: 40; my translation, EMH). It can be 

functionalized and instrumentalized as “neo-liberal policy strategy“ (Sauer 2004; my 

translation, EMH). Against this background feminist theorists reject the simple juxtaposition 

of state and civil society, as this often goes hand in hand with a deeply conservative attitude 

(cf. Cohen/Arato 1994: 23). Civil society and the state are not simple opposites, but in many 

ways interrelated (Sauer 2004). The goal of gender equality in mind, Reverter-Bañón (2006: 

14) advocates that one has to think about state and civil society as complementing one 

another (and also to consider the market, ibid.; see also Sauer 2004: 70): „[T]he promotion 

of the feminist agenda requires the combination of collective action and state action“ 

(Reverter-Bañón 2006: 14). 

In fact, from a gender perspective the state can not only be an instrument of domination 

and power, but also an authority of redistribution, and thus promote gender equality (cf. 

Phillips 2002: 82f.). From an “interventionist position“ (Reverter-Bañón 2006: 20), the state 

should promote gender equality and take regulatory measures in relation to civil society, 

too. Thereby, the State has not only legislative means at its disposal, but can also exert 

influence via redistributive measures (ibid. 2006: 21) – in relation to civil society for example 

by not providing subsidies to anti-women organizations, as proposed by Okin (2002: 183). 

From a gender perspective, Sauer (2004) Sformulated five specific state conditions to 

support civil society engagement: strengthening social, economic and political citizenship 

(here:) of women, sharing and relocating power towards marginalized groups, institutionally 

strengthening of civic engagement, taking into account gender-specific factors as well as a 

gender-aware budgeting (ibid. 2004: 71; based on Roth 2000). So with the goal of gender 

democracy in mind, it is not about „less“ state, but about asking “which state?“ (cf. Sauer 

2004). 

 

8. The internal structure of civil society from a gender perspective 

Sauer's dictum permits the reverse conclusion: from a gender perspective it is not 

automatically about „more“ civil society, but about the question „what civil society?“. 

Accordingly, from a feminist perspective civil society, too, has to measure up to what extent 

gender as a structural category (as well as other social structural categories such as ethnicity 

or class) affects the possibility of citizens to participate. 

Even civil society is gendered. Compared to the state, civil society does not always perform 

 11 



   Working Paper No. 3|2014  
 
 
better in terms of gender democracy, especially because anti-discriminatory legal provisions 

often only partially extend to civil society structures (see Phillips 2002: 81). Civil society can 

be not only inclusive but also exclusive: From a gender perspective, the most obvious 

example of the exclusive character also of civil society are service clubs (Freemasons, 

Rotarians, Lions Club, etc.) – until now career networks almost exclusively relevant for men 

(cf. the concept the „male bond“, Kreisky 1994). 

The gendered nature of civil society manifests itself in many ways: Gender differences exist 

in relation to civil society areas and their influence on society, the nature and extent of civic 

engagement and the position within civil society organizations. For Germany, the recent 

Volunteer Survey (BMFSFJ 2010: 167-72) confirmed this diagnosis: Altogether, women 

engage themselves to a minor degree in civil society than men, they are particularly active in 

social and therefore less socially prestigious areas, they have a tighter time budget at their 

disposal, and they less frequently occupy leadership positions, even in female-dominated 

sectors, and their “commitment curve“ clearly depicts the phases of reinforced family or 

care work. 

Whereas the Volunteer Survey remains very cautious in evaluating these gender differences, 

other studies arrive at similar results, but do not hesitate to draw explicit conclusions (e. g. 

in the field of culture and socio-culture: Notz 2007; in regards to manager positions in civil 

society: Zimmer/Krimmer 2007): they analyze gender specific civil society engagement in the 

context of traditional responsibilities for housework, child rearing and care, pointing to the 

consequences of unpaid work, namely dependence and the risk of poverty in old age (see 

Notz 2007: 58f.). Against this background, it can be stated that the gender-specific 

distribution of social power resources such as money, time and contacts also directly affects 

the participation opportunities in civil society. 

At the same time, civil society represents a space in which gender concerns and perspectives 

can be articulated. Thus, the struggle of women for equality has often begun in civil society, 

if only because they did not possess the full citizenship rights yet cf. Reverter-Bañón 2006: 

8). Whether the access threshold to civil society is actually lower in comparison to 

institutionalized politics, as it is often claimed, and thus unconventional participation is 

particularly attractive for women, is, however, discussed controversially: In any case, the 

dominant traditional division of labor between the sexes creates different conditions for 

civic engagement (see above; see Gubitzer 2004: 173). 
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Nevertheless, it is agreed to that women shape the face of civil society, especially where it 

comes to social issues of local interest (cf. Phillips 2002: 73)10. Also, due to the fact that 

women have long been excluded from institutionalized politics and to this day are not 

represented to the same extent as men (see Inter-Parliamentary Union, 2013)11, civic 

engagement of women has a long historical tradition. Therefore, several reasons are 

considered: For instance, the innovative potential of civil society in comparison to state and 

market is underlined, which facilitates gender-political activities (cf. Phillips 2002: 78). Also, 

the pluralism of civil society, which is in comparison with the state and market clearly more 

pronounced, corresponds to the pluralistic character of feminism (see Phillips 2002). 

Besides, civil society engagement offers women a variety of training facilities, the 

opportunity to network and possible job prospects (also in the third sector itself), including 

senior positions (see Gubitzer 2000: 16). Moreover, if understood as a space where societal 

groups can pool their interests and bring them to the public sphere (cf. Habermas 1992: 443-

444), civil society provides a number of starting points in terms of gender policy. 

Whether civil society is a “female ghetto of underpaid jobs and little power“ (Liborakina 

1998: 57) or has an emancipatory potential, depends in the literature on the following 

decisive criterion: the question of political participation (Gubitzer 2000, 2003; Appel et al. 

2003), i. e. whether civic engagement allows women to achieve political subject status and 

thus enables them to shape society and actively participate in politics (Appel et al. 2003: 7). 

 

9. Transformation, civil society, and women's organizations 

The changes of the political systems in Central and Eastern Europe in the 1990s led to an 

upswing of the concept of “civil society“, which was also reflected in gender research in the 

field of political and social sciences. Against the background of massive gender-specific costs 

in the course of the transitions, feminist researchers criticized the gender blindness of 

transformation research. They argued that gender relations should be referred to as a 

touchstone for democratization (Sauer 1996). They also called for a broad concept of the 

political (e. g. Fuchs 2005) in order to avoid androcentric distortions: Whereas the 

representation of women in institutionalized politics decreased in the transition period, their 

10 As mentioned above, this fact should also be taken into consideration when conceptualizing civil society – 
not least in order to not reproduce social relations of power on a scientific level.  
11 Holland-Cunz argues that the disproportional representation of women in institutionalized politics worldwide 
is as relevant as the right to vote (cf. Holland-Cunz 1999: 213) 
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engagement in civil society increased (Gal/Kligman 2000: 95). 

Against this background, from a gender perspective the focus concerning democratization 

processes was placed on civil society. Numerous studies analyzed women's movements and 

women-dominated or explicitly feminist civil society organizations at different stages of 

transformation, also in case of failing states. A separate branch studied the civic engagement 

of women in pre-conflict, conflict and post-conflict periods, not least during the Yugoslav 

wars of the early 1990s. 

Meanwhile, there is a range of area studies dealing from a gender perspective with civil 

society, mostly with women's liberation movements and women’s organizations. 

In addition to studies12 on full democracies (e. g. Denmark: Andersen 2004, Japan: 

Shigematsu 2012, Czech Republic: Forst 2006), there are a number of studies on so- called 

flawed democracies13. Also, there are publications on civil society and gender in various 

hybrid regimes14. The same applies to authoritarian regimes15. 

An overview on Central and Eastern European states give inter alia the studies of 

Einhorn/Sever (2003), Mueller/Funk (1993), Petö/Szapor (2004), Sauer (2006), and Sloat 

(2005).  The publications of Al-Ali (2005), Beck et al. (2009), Klein-Hessling 1998, 1999, 

Ghodsee (2007), and Sharify-Funk (2008) deal with muslim women's organizations. For the 

European Union see also Agustín (2008), Halsaa (2012), and Lister (2006). 

The spectrum of research shall be exemplified by referring to the Eastern European system 

changes, with an emphasis on the Russian Federation: Feminist authors analyzed the 

emergence of civil society in Eastern and Central Europe on a very basic level, when focusing 

on the changing relationship between public and private spheres in the transition period. 

Already in 1989, Pateman characterized the gendered transition from state socialism to a 

market economy: she described the emergence of civil society as the transition from a 

12 For the following systematization cf. Democracy Index, The Economist’s Intelligence Unit (2011).  
13 Poland: see for example Fuchs 2003, 2013, Bulgaria: Luleva 2006, Croatia: Kunovich/Deitelbaum 2004, 
Croatia and Serbia: Grsak et al. 2007, South Africa: Hirschmann 1998, Hassim/Gous 1998, Botswana: 
Cailleba/Kumar 2010, India: Berglund 2009, 2011, Datta 2007, Gibson 2012, Kilby 2011, MCDuie Ra 2007, 
Unterhalter/Dutt 2001, Malaysia: Petaling 2007, Philippines: Reese 2010, Taiwan: Chang 2009, Lo/Fan 2010, 
South Corea: Ruhlen 2007, Mexico: Brickner 2006, 2010, 2013, Marquardt 2005, Reininger et al. 2013. 
14 Singapore: Lyons 2005, Cambodia: Mona 2013, Ukraine: Hankivsky 2012, Phillips 2008, Albania: Binaj 2006, 
Turkey: Akdeniz-Taxer 2011. 
15 Egypt: Krause 2008, Algeria: Cheriet 1996, China: Howell 2003, 2004, Jordan and Syria: Rabo 1996, Yemen: 
Destremau 2011, Pakistan: Weiss 2011; Russia: Caiazza 2002, Godel 2002, Hemment 2007a, 2007b, 
Hinterhuber 1999, 2011, 2012, Kay 2000, Ritter 2001, Salmenniemi 2005, 2008, Schmitt 1997, United Arab 
Emirates: Krause 2012. 
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“paternalistic“ to a “fraternalistic“ patriarchy and thus explained why the changes of the 

political system went hand in hand with a radical change in gender relations in post-socialist 

countries. How, alongside the state, the so-called “second society“, which filled the vacuum 

where civil society could not exist, was contributing to the maintenance and reinforcement 

of traditional gender roles, showed Watson in her essays on the topic (1995, 1993) (see also 

Hinterhuber 2012: 56). Immediately after the collapse of the Soviet Union, several authors 

wrote the history of the national women's movements, including numerous women's 

organizations, which were founded in the course of the transformation processes (for 

Russia: Köbberling 1993, Schmitt 1997). Against the background of a neo-traditional gender 

climate and sharp cuts in gender-specific political, social and civil rights, it was particularly 

interesting how women seized the new opportunities for participation and organized 

themselves in civil society organizations (see, for example Racioppi/O'Sullivan See 1997, Kay 

2000, Hemment 2007a). Thus, they proved that the transformation process had not taken 

place without women. In the face of the Chechen wars in the 1990s, other studies focused 

on civic engagement of women for peace (cf. Hinterhuber 1999, Eremitcheva/Zdravomys-

lova 2001, Caiazza 2002, Hapke 2009). In the first years of the new century, at a time when 

the democratization process in Russia was at least formally completed, feminist researchers 

were interested in how activists of the "new" women's movement in Russia defined 

democracy and emancipation (cf. Godel 2002). Facing the relapse into authoritarian 

structures in the Putin era, further studies aimed at evaluating of what feminist or women-

dominated civil society organizations had achieved in gender-political terms in the given 

political context (see Hinterhuber 2012a). 

Moreover, the gendered perspective on civil society, which in many areas is dominated by 

women, and institutionalized politics dominated by men, was analyzed by Salmenniemi 

(2008). The new face of Russian feminism, the punk rock band Pussy Riot, was discussed as 

part of the new protest movement in Russia (see Gabovitsch 2013, Willems 2013), but also 

in the context of gender as a travelling concept (Hinterhuber 2012b). 

The results of the research on women’s organizations in Russia in terms of their topics, 

objectives, the degree of organization and of political participation will be presented here in 

a nutshell (cf. in the following Hinterhuber 2012a). The “new“ Russian women's movement is 

very diverse. From its beginning, it covers a broad range of subjects, including all major areas 

from the working world to welfare to education and health to culture and politics (among 
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them environmental and human rights organizations). A female dominance in organizations 

can be identified in particular in the field of social work. The broad spectrum corresponds to 

the range of targets that female-dominated and feminist organizations pursue. In response 

to a narrow or broad definition of “women's movement“, the focus lays on practical or 

strategic gender needs (cf. on this differentiation: Molyneux 1985). Nevertheless, it is 

striking that, beyond their actual concern, women’s organizations aim also at promoting 

further democratization, at building a civil society or at contributing an intact state of law. 

Organizations with a large number of memberships are still rare in Russia's civil society. The 

negative connotation of „feminism“ is also accounting for the fact that the women's 

movement suffers from a lack of anchoring in the Russian population. In this context, the 

widespread funding from Western countries has an additional negative effect (see Funk 

2007, cf. also Horn 2008, Fabian 2010). Nevertheless, Russia’s women’s organizations could 

achieve some gender-political success (cf. Hinterhuber 2012a): Thus it was possible to 

publicly articulate issues such as gender discrimination and sexualized violence against 

women. On a meso-level, national and international networking of women's organizations 

can be highlighted. The success at the macro level, however, is moderate: In fact, in regards 

to gender equality it was possible to exert influence on legislation, but the implementation 

of the relevant provisions is still lacking. Setbacks, such as the recent tightening of the laws 

on homosexuality, could not be prevented. And the massive presence of women in civil 

society has not led to a corresponding female representation in institutionalized politics. At 

the same time women's organizations are affected by the rapidly increasing state repression, 

as well as all other non-governmental organizations, too. 

Waylen (2007) investigated in a large-scale, international comparative study, under what 

circumstances transformation processes of state socialist or authoritarian systems can go 

along with gender policy improvements. Among others, she analyzed the role of women's 

civil society organizations and their different roles in non-democratic regimes, while its 

collapse, in transitional contexts, as well as after the transition (ibid.: 45). A correlation 

between the existence and the strength of women's organizations still under authoritarian 

conditions and their gender-political achievements in the context of transformation cannot 

be proved by the study. Rather, Waylen concludes that, in order to achieve gender-political 

success, women's organizations are strongly dependent on the state and other institutional 

actors, as well as on a favorable international context (ibid.: 204). Cohen/Arato, however, 
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argue that the success of women's organizations depends on certain strategies, namely, 

whether they apply a “dual logic“: Such a feminist dual logic includes both “a 

communicative, discursive politics of identity and influence that targets civil and political 

society“, and, on the other hand, „an organized, strategically rational politics of inclusion and 

reform that is aimed at political and economic institutions“ (Cohen/Arato 1992: 550). 

 

10. Governance, civil society, and gender: the global and European level 

Against this background, in the 1990s a gender-political window of opportunity appeared to 

open: Under the heading of “governance“, the political and scientific attention turned to 

new forms of government in interaction with societal actors (cf. e.g. Kooiman 1993: 253) and 

so in particular with civil society16. From a gender perspective, the increasing participation of 

civil society also led to the expectation of improved opportunities for women to exert 

influence particularly in the global context and in the European Union (see 

Kerchner/Schneider 2010: 14). 

And in fact, in conjunction with the UN Decade for women an “extension of the international 

political opportunity structure“ at the global level was described (Lenz 2008: 866), which 

resulted in an “internationalization of gender politics“ (ibid.). The success of the 

international network of women's civil society organizations (CSOs), i.e. internationally 

active women's movements17 were monitored and analyzed in the literature (e. g. the 

adoption of the Platform for Action at the Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing in 

1995; see Wichterich 2000). 

Moreover, the international level was also an important drive for European gender politics 

(not only the UN Decade for Women and the World Conferences on Women, but also the 

Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women).  

Starting with equal pay, European gender politics developed towards fostering gender 

equality in a broader sense and culminated in introducing gender mainstreaming as a cross-

16 The concept of „governance“ was on the one hand perceived as a new perspective of analysis, on the other 
hand it was claimed that it describes real political changes (cf. Benz/Dose 2010).  
17 „Women’s liberation movements are mobilizing collective actors who develop in social-historical milieus. In 
them, people under relevant participation of women are working for a fundamental change of gender relations 
and connected societal inequality and devaluation. They critizise the prevailing models, norms, and discourses 
and suggest alternatives, which can lead to new stadardizations. Women’s liberation movements articulate 
themselves in and on processes of modernization and contribute in numerous ways to them – by promoting 
them, by exerting influence, but also by hindering them and channeling them“ (Lenz 2008: 860; my translation, 
EMH). 
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sectional task before expanding it towards anti-discrimination politics (cf. Klein 2006). Within 

the successful development of a supranational European gender regime (see Fuhrmann 

2005; Abel/Mushaben 2012), civil society – in cooperation with European institutions and 

science – played a central role. A specific interaction pattern between women's movements, 

EU institutions and expert groups consisted in strategically changing the action arena in the 

European multi-level system (cf. Abel 2008: 298): National women's movements referred to 

the supranational level in order to put pressure again on the national level (“boomerang 

effect“; ibid.). 

The quantitative (directives and equality measures) and qualitative (gender mainstreaming) 

development of European gender policy (cf. Wilde 2013: 25) seemed to prove the gender-

political achievements at international and European level at first. However, the phase of 

success was followed already in the early '00s by a period of stagnation, if not backlash. 

Against this background, feminist researchers remained ambivalent in assessing new forms 

of interaction between civil society and government and in evaluating their impact on 

participation opportunities for women (cf. Kerchner/Schneider 2010: 14). 

Thus, attention was drawn to the selective access to informal negotiation systems, where 

differences exist not only between men and women (cf. Holland-Cunz 2003: 133f.), but also 

among women (see Kerchner/Schneider 2010: 15). Moreover, a lack of transparency and 

democratic legitimacy was particularly criticized (ibid.: 15). 

Wilde’s criticism of European gender politics is even more severe (2013: 25ff.): She analyzes 

European gender politics as part of a neoliberal political structure, which, despite the appeal 

on law and legal institutions, succeeds to negate the specific character of gender relations as 

relationships of power and domination. Against this background, she calls for the 

investigation of the “domination-stabilizing effect of women's groups and networks and 

their integration into the European policy processes“ (ibid.; my translation, EMH). 

From an empirical point of view, Rolandsen Augustín (2013) follows a similar line. In her 

studies on the dynamics of the EU/civil society interface in regards to women’s movements 

in Europe she critically assesses the dominating position of the European Woman’s Lobby 

(EWL) within the field. The EWL, founded in 1990, could achieve its status as a strong 

majority organization not least because European institutions were (also financially) 

supporting the creation of a single interlocutor representing gender-political interests within 

the EU (cf. Rolandsen Augustín 2013: 166). While on the one hand promoting the EU agenda 
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on gender equality, the EWL is on the other hand restricted by the institutional framework in 

which it is operating (ibid.). Moreover, political and social interests become increasingly 

equated with the position of the EWL, which makes it more difficult for aberrant voices to be 

heard. Thus, the question comes up “whether transnational activism and influence is for the 

privileged and resourceful few” (ibid.: 167).  

In this context several authors point at the challenges imposed on women’s organizations by 

the shift towards a more general anti-discrimination policy within the European Union (e.g. 

ibid., Arribas-Lozano et al. 2013). The efforts to develop a more encompassing perspective 

on discrimination were perceived by many gender activists as threatening the still necessary 

gender-political progress in the EU18. Moreover, women’s organizations now imperatively 

had to perceive differences between women as well as to take notice of other structural 

categories such as class, ethnic and religious affiliation etc. – a challenge that to this day, 

according to Arribas-Lozano et al. (2013), has hardly been met by women’s movements in 

Europe. Rolandsen Augustín (2013) describes the various strategies with which the EWL tries 

to cope with the new requirements19. Despite the shortcomings of the women’s 

movements, the European Union itself has not yet adapted to its own multiple 

discrimination approach and is still clinging to obsolete patterns of interaction with civil 

society by preferring one interlocutor for each inequality ground (cf. Rolandsen Augustín 

2013: 175): This leads to the claim, that “a model of inclusive democracy has to be 

developed, paying due attention to existing differences in the transnational panorama of 

European women’s movements” (Siim/Mokre 2013: 227).    

 

11. Conclusions 

The journey through the literature on civil society and gender demonstrates the broad range 

of valuable findings that are produced when gender and civil society theorists act on 

Howells’s suggestion and begin “to tango” (2005: 39).  

A gender-sensitive analysis of civil society departs from critically questioning the dichotomy 

between public and private sphere. Thus, the gendered and hierarchical nature of the 

18 At the moment, a greater danger might be, though, that both gender equality and anti-discrimination policy 
fall prey to the current economic and financial crisis. 
19 I.e. cooperation with umbrella organizations covering other grounds of discrimination and/or with minority 
organizations, as well as encouraging minority women’s independent mobilization (cf. ibid.: 170, see also 
Pristed Nielsen 2013). 
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juxtaposition of the two terms could be elaborated. Against this background, it has been 

worked out, that neglecting the consequences of the traditional labor division between men 

and women leads to a gendered conceptualization of civil society, blinding out the necessary 

precondition of a “sexual contract” for a social contract.   

Feminist civil society research has not been stuck in mere deconstruction, though; it has also 

sought to reformulate the concept, e.g. by including the family into a definition of civil 

society. Because of the hierarchical and hetero-normative character of the family, this 

solution remains contested. A common denominator seems to be the perception of public 

and private sphere as socially constructed and prone to transformation.   

Feminist theorists have pointed out that the public-private dichotomy is also mirrored in the 

widespread differentiation between a political and a social branch of civil society. By 

referring to the gendered nature of this distinction, the upgrading of the former and the 

degradation of the latter is rejected.  

A helpful approach for many researchers seems to be the Gramscian model of civil society, 

where civil society is described as the sphere where the (discursive) battle on social 

hegemony – also in regards to gender relations – takes place.  

A feminist assessment of civil society also leads to a critical examination of the state. 

Whereas part of the literature stresses its hierarchical and patriarchal character, which is 

even tightened under neo-liberal circumstances, others underline the potential of the state 

to promote gender equality with legal and redistributive means.  

A similar ambivalence is discerned for civil society itself: Not only from a theoretical point of 

view, but also according to empirical findings, from a gender perspective civil society can 

both be inclusive or exclusive. The crucial question is to what extent civil society opens up 

equal opportunities for participation irrespectively of gender, but also other structural 

categories such as class or ethnic affiliation.  

Both from a theoretical and an empirical perspective, feminist scholars have also examined 

the role of civil society and gender in transformation processes. It was shown that a shift 

between public and private sphere in the course of system change, as it could be stated e.g. 

in post-socialist countries, has direct implications on the prevailing gender relations. Even if 

often neglected by the scientific mainstream, the relevance and specific role of women’s 

organizations in processes of political transformation (in democratization processes as well 

as, on the contrary, in the context of democratic setbacks) have been elaborated. Manifold 
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area studies on specific aspects and fields of women’s civic engagement have led to valuable 

insights for civil society research in general. Concerning the potential success of gender-

political activism, there is no consensus among researchers in this field; the outcome 

depends on the specific contexts as well as on the chosen strategies.  

Further research questions are posed on women’s movements on the global and European 

level. Feminist researchers have reconstructed how gender-political civil society actors 

contributed to the establishment of a supranational European gender regime. Against the 

background of the different stages of European gender policy the specific challenges have 

been analyzed that e.g. the multiple discrimination approach poses on European women’s 

movements: Not only that differences within women as social group have to be considered, 

thus perceiving also the interests of women belonging to societal minorities, but also 

intersections of gender with other grounds of discrimination have to be taken into account. 

Thus, relatively new developments within feminist theory such as the turn to diversity and 

intersectionality have to be integrated in research on civil society and gender.  

The review on civil society and gender at hand shows how civil society research can benefit 

from the systematic inclusion of gender as a category of analysis. A gender perspective 

uncovers the gender blindness of the discipline in terms of their theoretical tools, and makes 

visible hierarchical gender relations within “actually existing“ civil societies. Gender-specific 

forms of participation can be identified and potentially lead to re-conceptualizations of „civil 

society“. Deconstructive criteria within feminist science also require an approach that is 

differentiated, contextualizes and reflects its own localization. Applying this approach, civil 

society research could, for example, avoid homogenization, Eurocentrism and ahistoricity. 

Within gender studies, not only intersectionality (cf. Winker/Degele 2009) draws the 

attention beyond the category of gender to the interdependence between different 

dimensions of inequality such as class or ethnicity. These social categories are structuring 

civil society, too. If included into analysis, processes of inclusion and exclusion in (and also 

by) civil society can be investigated. Thus, applying a gender perspective can provide 

answers to many of the initially mentioned virulent questions within civil society research. 
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