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DEVELOPMENT NGOS

Arm of the state or part of civil society?
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Clearly, NGOs are seen by global observers
of development and change as a major
contributor to the “miracle” of development
in Bangladesh. Strategically and structurally,
this reputation is two-edged, especially with
regards to rights and entitlements, access

to support services, and the meaning of

citizenship. The reliance upon donors in the
carly decades after liberation has also been a
crucial part of the equation, as they reacted to
a “weak” state by funding NGOs and arguably
reinforcing state weakness in the process,
fracturing or bypassing the contract between
state and society, and perhaps unwittingly
undermining aspects of democracy and
governance.

This potential judgement needs to be
tested against ideas about civil society.
The term “NGO” can embrace a wide range
of organisations. Just because they are
non-government, does that necessarily
allocate them to “civil society”? If we define
institutions of civil society as a moderating
force on absolute state power, providing
important democratic functions between
periodic elections, then many NGOs would
not qualify for “civil society” inclusion. Many
charities, philanthropic foundations, and
service delivery organisations are then better
understood as not-for-profit rather than not
for-government. And in that sense, they are
private sector institutions, only distinguished
from, say, banks by having social objectives
rather than for-profit ones. Of course, they may
exist as living embodiments of state critique,
as for example food banks in the UK. Their
“doing” rather than “saying” implies criticism
of state or government failure. In Bangladesh,
it is common to use the term “development
NGO’ to describe them.

If only real practice was so categorically
simple! NGOs have their own histories and
over time can emit mission creep or goal
displacement. Might we say that BRAC used to
have a more mixed mission than it does now,
that once it was more in civil society than it is
now?

Some NGOs are created for mixed purposes:
partly not-for-profit services essentially in the
private sector; partly recycling profit earnings
for social development (such as from micro-
banking); partly therefore for conscientisation,
awareness raising, and functional literacy to
enable clients to participate democratically
or to compete more strongly and effectively in
markets, or to access rights and entitlements
in relation to the state; partly to advocate and

lobby on behalf of clients, whether in relation
to the state or in the domain of public opinion.
In other words, as “development” NGOs
with plural missions, they can be half in civil
society and half out of it as a reflection of their
practice, if not of their rhetoric.

This  complexity makes generalised
conclusions and judgements difficult. How was
Proshika, for example, to be understood with
its “walking on two legs” mission: fighting for
rights and inclusion on the one hand, while
filling bellies through income-generating
services on the other. Or take legal rights
organisations, such as BLAST, employing
lawyers to work with cases or clients. How are
they to be classified? Can their individual case
work nevertheless set wider precedents in law
and thereby establish principles regarding
the state? Other NGOs have shunned micro-
banking and focused only upon “social
development,” like Nijera Kori or GSS, with a
mission of empowerment in the interstices
between the mode of production and the state
(for example, acquisition of khas land). But
if, like BRAC, they are providing Non-Formal
Primary Education (NFPE) as a substitute for
state provision of inclusive primary education,
then does the activity of provision lie outside
civil society (as a de facto franchised service)
while the outcome eventually lies within civil
society if, for example, empowerment of youth
has been enhanced? An overall conclusion
from these classificatory dilemmas (and there
are many further examples) is the danger of
simply eliding the concept of NGO with the
concept of civil society.

This leads us to the issue of independence.
Just because an organisation is an NGO,
should it be independent of the state? To be
“non” is not the same as being “anti,” “opposed
to,” or “challenging” the state. To be “non” is
simply not being bound by the same statutory
responsibilities or legal constraints as for
apparatuses of the state, wherein rights and
entitlements of citizens truly exist. That is
the difference between citizens and clients:
the former refers to rights-based inclusion;
the latter to voluntary inclusion by the NGO
as patron (o its clients, from which either
party can withdraw once contracts are
fulfilled. While the state can franchise out
its functions via NGOs, specifying conditions
for client targeting during contract periods,
with such franchising there are no generic,
long-term comprehensive guarantees, thus
no universal rights. This is how we can arrive
at States Without Citizens: The Problem of

the Franchise State (Wood, 1994). Absence of
rights-based services are compounded if NGOs
perform these outsourced functions using
only philanthropic (donor or domestic) or
not-for-profit funding, with state social policy
becoming reliant upon such voluntarism as is
widespread in the UK, food banks being only
one example. Does the state in Bangladesh
rely upon BRAC in such a way? Moreover, has
it relied upon Grameen Bank in such a way?
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And then we come to the power of the state
to regulate NGOs with respect to funding
and practice. Bangladesh has its NGO Affairs
Bureau, the UK has its Charity Commission.
Funds raised from outside the state may have
sovereignty restrictions (as in Modi’s India)
and anyway must be used for publicly stated
and approved purposes as a condition of
registration. So, voluntarism is regulated by
the state. In this sense, no NGO is completely
independent of the state.

Turning away from “non”-government
organisations towards more positively labelled
institutions of civil society, then independence
is a necessary and not just preferred status—
for example, Transparency International
Bangladesh (TIB). In the “natural” state
schema in Violence and Social Orders (Long,
Wallis and Weingast 2009), Bangladesh can be
classified as a limited access state somewhere
along a “basic, fragile and mature” natural
state spectrum. It is dominated by personality
rather than social persona (that is, akin to non-
dynastic political class). Critical institutions
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outside the state do not enjoy socially
embedded permanency and security. And
entitlements are under-codified, and more
arbitrary in practice. In a Gramscian sense,
many are front organisations incorporated into
the state’s hegemonic purpose but disguised
as separate: student and youth organisations
in Bangladesh come to mind; trade unions,
too. Other institutions like universities and
parts of the media are penetrated and subtly
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censored. Many think tanks are aligned,
operating within a degree of censorship. Legal
institutions are contaminated. And political
parties have limited freedoms to pursue
critique without the charge of disloyalty to
the nation and worse. Journalism (print or
screen) has to navigate a fine line to avoid
being harassed informally, or openly through
the courts.

With such conditions, observers refer to the
“shrinking space” for civil society. Perhapsbetter
to thinkin terms of dialogic space which refers to
the unstable boundary between negotiable and
non-negotiable ends. This more fluid concept,
sustained across large amorphous kin groups
which straddle formal divisions, allows for some
room for manoeuvre to debate and pursue
policy, to permit an element of agenda-setting,
to challenge hegemony, to be awkward and to
protest within negotiated limits. Considering
this dialogic space, is there evidence of some
state listening, some innovative thinking (such
as Whiteboard, itsell close to power), and
some local level re-interpretation of central
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It took me years to realise that Gabriel Garcia
Marquez’s whole literary corpus actually looks
and sounds like a ballerina figurine: the pretty
doll that emanates the saddest sound in the
world. Remember how the “most handsome
and well-mannered” Italian blond Pietro
Crespi died in Cien anos de soledad (One
Hundred Years of Solitude)? On November 2,
he died, under the lights of innumerable lamps
and amidst the mad concert of music boxes
and all the clocks that struck an interminable
hour, “at the desk in the rear with his wrists
cut by a razor and his hand thrust into a basin
of benzoin.” Garcia Marquez’s prose sounds
exactly like that. Beautiful, yet sad. Festive, yet
melancholy.

Gabo once compared “writing” with
“carpentry.” In a 1981 interview, he said to
Peter Stone, “Ultimately, literature is nothing
but carpentry. Both are very hard work... both
are full of tricks and techniques. Basically
very little magic and a lot of hard work are
involved... I never have done any carpentry but
it’s the job I admire most, especially because
you can never find anyone to do it for you.”

It would not be a mistake to compare Gabo
with a carpenter. Most of his life, he worked
with his prodigious power of concentration
from 9am in the morning to 2:30pm in the
afternoon. Garcia Marquez’s son Rodrigo
Garcia wrote that his father woke up every
morning, fearful of losing his path in the
treacherous terrain of a novel, and by breakfast
he worried that “if today doesn’t go well, the
whole novel might be a bust. If that’s the case
I would abandon it.” But by lunchtime, he
would come out confident enough from his
study to announce that “he was writing the
best novel since the great Russian novels of the
nineteenth century.”
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Gabriel Garcia Marquez in his study.

Gabo used to be in a trance while working,
his son recalls: “When my brother and I were
children, my mother would sometimes send
us into his study with a message and he would
stop writing and turn to us while we delivered
it. He would look right through us, his
Mediterranean eyelids at half mast, a cigarette
going in one hand and another burning in
the ashtray, and reply nothing... even after we
walked away, he remained in that position,
turned toward the door, lost in a labyrinth of

narrative.” Rodrigo argued that “with that level
of focus there was little one couldn’t achieve.”
I'want to counter Rodrigo by saying that there
are very few in the world who could achieve
that level of focus.

Garcia Mdrquez was one of those writers
who knew from the outset that he was here to
donothing but write. He used to say, “If you can
live without writing, don’t write.” But for Gabo,
writing was like breathing. [ assume writing, at

This generic classification can go on for hours,
but the question is: how did Garcia Marquez
fracture reality? What makes his writing
so special? The answer is, of course, partly
because he was an avid reader from a very early
age. His shape of mind, which was shaped by
the literatures of Kafka, Joyce, Wolf, Faulkner,
and others clearly reflects in the intricate
folds of his narratives. One could discern the
ghostly silence of Juan Rulfo’s Pedro Paramo
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times, must have been monotonous for him
but there was no escape; he lived each day to
write and hated death because that would be
the only aspect of his life that he would not be
able to write about.

With that passion and persistence, Gabo
became one of the prominent figures of 20th
century literature who fractured our notion of
reality. The literature of the last century was
all about fracturing reality. Some fractured
it with magic realism, some with surrealism,
some others with dystopian science-fiction.

(@ Mexican classic) echoing in the streets of
Macondo (Gabo’s fictional village)—the kind of
intertextuality one finds in a well-read author’s
narrative. But I believe this is only part of what
made his writing special. The other part lies
in his style of telling a tale, which he achieved
from his journalism and undoubtedly from
his grandmother, who used to tell him absurd
stories with a remarkable seriousness in her
face.

Gabo used his journalistic style to wrap
reality in an enchanting cloak. He says, “If you

diktats through local state-civil society and
NGO interface, at one remove from the heat of
central politics? This “unstable” boundary is the
key concept here, vital, for example, to TIB and
the non-incorporated media. And at the same
time, if the state inches more towards a regime
of social persona (and maybe there is some
emerging evidence for this shift?) then some
maturity in the natural state can be visible.

Any such move towards social persona away
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from personality is driven, inexorably, by the
continuous political requirement to reconcile
upwardly mobile economic status with
political inclusion in widening elite coalitions.
Without this process, there can be no political
order since any regime characterised strongly
by personality is ultimately threatened. But for
that process to occur, good people still have to
take risks, using their social persona identity to
defend themselves. Just don’t expect too much
from development NGOs in shifting the needle
on the dial. For many of them nowadays, their
historical task has narrowed to a voluntaristic,
not-for-profit focus upon current livelihoods
for those lucky to be selected as clients
rather than on wider strategic activism for
accountable politics via social mobilisation,
openly confronting the state and its rent-
seekers. Ambitions for such NGOs are more
local, micro-level, service-driven, and modest
in significance. To survive is to compromise.
On the fringes of civil society rather than
central to it. This could change again if the
character of the state changes.

say that there are elephants flying in the sky,
people are not going to believe you. But if you
say that there are four hundred and twenty-
five elephants flying in the sky, people will
probably believe you.” This is the journalistic
trick he applied to narrate One Hundred
Years of Solitude. For example, the writer one
day found a woman arguing with the wind so
that the wind would not blow her sheets away
and this spectacle led him to write the episode
where Remedios the Beauty ascended towards
the sky (killing his characters must have
been painful for him, I reckon, because his
son recollects the day Gabo destined Colonel
Aureliano Buendia to death. One afternoon in
Mexico city, his father came to his mother and
announced, “I've killed the colonel,” and the
couple sat together in silence for hours).

The other technique Gabo employed in
his writing was illustrating trivial incidents
with precise details, which he inherited from
his grandmother. Gabo once recalled how
his grandmother, with a serious face, used to
describe the electrician who often came to their
house. His grandmother used to say, “Every
time this man came around, he would leave
the house full of butterflies.” The electrician
later emerged as Mauricio Babilonia in One
Hundred Years of Solitude.

Garcia Mdrquez’s career as a writer began
from the cheap rooms of a brothel and ended
upin the prestigious stage of the Royal Swedish
Academy of Letters, History and Antiquities. It
will inspire generations of literati to come and
will work as a mirror, reflecting society for eons.
But to sustain his work, we need to develop a
certain degree of intellectual acumen so that
we can decipher the reality, at times the brutal
realities of South America, encoded behind
the magic. Gabo himself argued for this reality
in his Nobel Prize lecture, and Salman Rushdie
argued by pointing out the “reality” while
delivering a talk on Gabriel Garcia Mdrquez at
Harry Ransom Center.

We must remember that “magic realism”—
the term worked as a signifier to posit Garcia
Marquez’s unique texts in the profound ocean
of world literature—is a critically compound
term, at times clever enough to confuse us.
If we miss the latter, the former will reduce
the texts to a bunch of fairy tales. And Garcia
Marquez’s works are not mere fairy tales!



