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ABSTRACT

The study examines the role of civil society in a weak state that is Bangladesh. Data
has been collected from two main sources namely documents and interviews. This
study assumes that firstly the type, nature and the distribution of power in the state
determines the relationship between state and the civil society; secondly, civil society
groups tend to take over the key functions of the state and emboldened by their
success, the civil society groups, tend to deviate from their traditional activities and
get involved in business and political activities; thirdly, that strong civil society
groups in a weak state become intolerant towards their fellow groups, social values
and the state and finally, challenged by increasing civil society activities, the state
undertakes steps to regain control over the civil society. However, this research has
examined the involvement of the Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs in
Bangladesh. Larry Diamond and Edward Shills have agreed that the civil society
organisations are distinct from other groups in the society at least in four basic respect
which are: concern with public ends, voluntary and non-profit making, non-political
and civil and tolerant. Two main NGOs in Bangladesh, Bangladesh Rural
Advancement Committee (BRAC) and Proshika Manabik Unnyan Kendra [Proshika
Human Development Centre] are the focus of the study. The study has found that the
NGOs claiming to be part of civil society organisations do not exhibit all the above
four characteristics. Although NGOs work for public ends they go against the other
indicators such as voluntary, non-profit making, non-political, civility and tolerance.
Throughout the history of Bangladesh, the State has shown some reactions whenever
the NGOs have gone beyond the traditional civil society concept.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY

For centuries, the principle of sovereignty has guaranteed the state monopoly of
power. Today, however, more than ever, civil society is increasingly challenging the
government’s legitimacy to speak on behalf of the people, frequently acting as direct
channels of development aid to the people by-passing government agencies.* This is
considered by some international aid agencies as vital to the development of
democracy.’

The members of civil society have been very active in Bangladesh even before
its emergence as an independent state in 1971. For example, civil society groups
organised resistance in the cultural sphere in the form of the ‘language movement’ in
the 1950s, which asserted the Bengali language against Urdu which was imposed by
the West Pakistani leadership. After that it took the form of ‘nationalist civil society’

rooted in the democratic struggle for autonomy and eventually won independence for

It has been claimed that NGOs deliver more official development assistance than the entire UN
system. In many countries NGOs provide essential community services that faltering governments can
no longer provide. For an excellent discussion on NGOs’ role see Jessica Mathews, “Power Shift,”
Foreign Affairs (January/February, 1997): 50-56.

2 It has been argued that a vibrant and robust civil society and a successful democracy go hand in hand.
Therefore, the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID), the National Endowment for
Democracy (NED), the World Bank has made civil society assistance a programmatic priority. For
details see the following: Alison Van Rooy (ed.), Civil society and the aid industry (London: Earthscan,
1998), Kevin Quigley, For democracy’s sake: Foundations and democratic assistance in central
Europe (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1997); Thomas Carothers, Aiding democracy
abroad: The learning curve (Washington, D.C.: Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 1999);
and Thomas Carothers and Marina Ottoway, “The burgeoning World of civil society aid,” in Carothers
and Ottoway (eds.), Funding virtue: Civil society and democracy aid (Washington, D.C.: Carnegie
Endowment for International Peace, 2002). Ivelin Sardanov however, points out that the correlation
between civil society and democracy may be spurious because both phenomena are shaped by deeper
society processes related to modernisation as well as individuals. Sardanov argues that in the absence of
such profound changes, the development or promotion of an active civil society will not necessarily
result in democratisation and democratic consolidation. For details, see Ivelin Sardamov, “Civil society
and the limits of democratic assistance,” Government and Opposition, vol. 40, no. 3, (Summer, 2005):
379-402.



the country. Even when General Ayub Khan’s martial law government in 1958
banned all political parties in former East Pakistan (now Bangladesh), informal
political groups and their secondary leaders were active underground. Thus, M.
Rashiduzzaman says, “there is always the ‘other Bangladesh’ behind the official
regimes and bureaucracy.”

The role of civil society organisations changed overtime as a relatively diverse
range of citizen groups and interests gradually became part of a narrower organised
political movement under Awami League (AL) the leading political party in East
Pakistan.* After Bangladesh became independent in 1971, Sheikh Mujibur Rahman
was able to use AL, at least in part, to “establish state control over society.” When he
set up a one party state in 1975, the traditional civil society groups such as the trade
unions, students and youth fronts, teachers’ associations, lawyers’ associations as well
as many other professional groups were co-opted to become part of AL’s official
organisations.” During the two military regimes [led by Lt. General Ziaur Rahman and
Lt. General Hussain Muhammad Ershad] which followed the 1975 bloody coup,
informal party activities were officially disallowed. But, the two military regimes did
not face any problems getting enough civilian leaders as ministers or other civil

positions in order to legitimise their rule. Therefore, other civil society movements

® M. Rashiduzzaman, “The civil society and the NGOs in Bangladesh: need for a realistic paradigm?”
Holiday (Bangladesh Weekly), 10 November 1998.

“Awami’ means people. The Awami League won majority seats in the Pakistan Parliamentary
elections held in December 1970. Following the military crack down in East Pakistan (now
Bangladesh) in March 1971, AL led the independence movement.

SFor instance, Bangladesh Muktijoddha Sangsad (Bangladesh Freedom Fighters’ Association),
Bangladesh Awami Ainjibi Parishad (Bangladesh Awami Lawyers’ Association), Bangladesh Medical
Association etc. are known to be pro-Awami League organisations. Similarly, Bangladesh Jatiyatabadi
Muktijoddha Sangsad (Bangladesh Nationalist Freedom Fighters’ Association), Bangladesh
Jatiyatabadi Ainjibi Parishad (Bangladesh Nationalists Lawyers’ Association), Bangladesh
Jatiyatabadi Medical Association (Bangladesh Nationalists Medical Association) etc. came to be
identified as pro-Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) organisations. BNP was formed by General Zia in
1979, while he was in power followed by 1975 military coup. Currently the party is led by his wife
(widow) Begum Khaleda Zia. These organisations serve their political mentors and help to legitimise
the governments led by the AL and the BNP.



were marginalised during that period and NGOs emerged in the name of poverty
alleviation, democratic awareness programme, civil rights and gender discrimination.
As a result democracy thrived.

Importance of NGOs as part of civil society organisations are mainly due to
three reasons: first, contemporary civil societies’ involvement in party politics since
the mid-1970s; second, the marginalised position of the other civil society
organisations under the rule of the post-1975 military regimes; and finally, the
recognition of NGOs as a development partner by the World Bank and other
international aid donors during the 1980s. As a result donor countries and agencies
diverted a significant amount of foreign aid through NGOs into Third World countries
including Bangladesh.

However, it is necessary to look at the recent debates over the political role of
civil society as well as civil and uncivil society in Bangladesh. In 2003, a debate
started in Bangladesh over the question of whether civil society should replace the
present political parties or not. The debate started when Dr. Badrudduza Chowdhury,
a former President of the Republic raised the issue. During his address to a group of
civil society members on November 13, 2003, he emphasized the need for a better
government for the country. Secretaries Generals of the two main opposition parties,
Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) and AL opposed Dr. Badrudduza’s view. They
mentioned that ‘civil society can not be alternative to political party.”°

Even a Bangladeshi citizen residing in the United States commented in a
newspaper that the very name civil society has a negative connotation and is very
derogatory. He questioned why were civil society members considered as the only

civil, educated, intelligent, aristocrat brand and well-bred people of Bangladesh.

® The Daily Star (Bangladesh Daily), December 7, 2003.



According to him, “this name is derogatory, denigrating and demeaning for the rest of
the nation. So this type of name should be disbanded.”” Habibul Haque Khondker has
taken the argument saying that uncivil society is a force which is outside of the
authority of the state which threatens civil society. The state apparatus of Bangladesh
is at risk of being captured by the forces of uncivil society. He also said that a band of
criminals are not just uncivil, they are anti-social. Civil society minimally requires an
element of civility in its definition. According to Habib the main purpose of civil
society is to fight for the rehabilitation of norms of decency and fairness and it is
towards that goal people who value these norms must come and take part in public
deliberations. The role of reasoned discussion and debate in democracy cannot be

overestimated. In that sense, civil society becomes a prerequisite for democracy.?

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

The purpose of this study is to examine the role of NGOs in a weak state that is
Bangladesh. Among the civil society institutions and organisations in Bangladesh,
NGOs are most visible and have been playing an important role in the society. The
focus of this study would be Proshika Manobik Unnayan Kendra (Proshika Centre for
Human Development)® and Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee (BRAC).
These two NGOs are leading competing federations (associations) of NGOs in

Bangladesh.™

" The Daily Star (Bangladesh Daily), vol. 6, no. 2, January 19, 2007.

¢ Habibul Haque Khondker, “Civil and uncivil society in Bangladesh,” The Daily Star (Bangladesh
Daily), April 21, 2006.

® Proshika is a combination of the initials of three Bengali words Proshikhayan (training), Shikkha
(learning) and Karma (action). The Name of the NGO is Proshika Manabik Unnayan Kendra and that
means Proshika Centre for Human Development. Hereafter, Proshika is used throughout the thesis.
191t is necessary to mention that Proshika and BRAC are the two leading as well as the most influential
NGOs in Bangladesh since they have been leading two federations of NGOs in Bangladesh, namely
Association of Development Agencies in Bangladesh (ADAB) and Federation of NGOs in Bangladesh



Given the important role played by NGOs in Bangladesh, it is necessary to
examine their performance in the weak state. This study, therefore, attempts to answer
the following questions: One, do these NGOs base their activities upon voluntary
participation? Two, are the NGOs involved in business or other profit making
activities? Three, are the activities of the above NGOs concerned with public ends?
Four, are the NGOs in Bangladesh involved in political activities? Five, do these
NGOs display the civility and tolerance in their dealings with fellow NGOs, society
and the state in general? Six, how has the government of Bangladesh responded to the

activities of the NGOs?

OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY
The objectives of this study are:
1) To analyse and find out the relationship between a weak state and NGOs.
2) To analyse NGOs in the line of civil society concept.
3) To provide guidelines for better performance of NGOs in general.
4) To suggest potential areas for government-NGO collaboration considered

necessary to strengthen the state in Bangladesh. **

(FNB). ADAB was the only recognised body of NGOs until the formation of the FNB. The FNB was
formed in 2001 following the general election that resulted in BNP-led coalition government to power.
™ In Bangladesh the GO-NGO Consultative Council (GNCC) was formed in 1995 in order to provide a
regular forum for open dialogue between the government and NGOs to increase mutual understanding
and cooperation. GNCC has been formed with representatives from the government, NGOs and the
other civil society groups. GNCC would work as an advisory council to the government towards
resolving any issues arising out of government-NGO interaction and collaboration. See Mustafa K.
Mujeri (and others), Government-NGO cooperation for poverty alleviation: capacity building to
alleviate poverty under economic advancement, (Dhaka: Centre on Integrated Rural Development for
Asia and the Pacific CIRDAP, 2000), 53.



JUSTIFICATION OF THE STUDY

1) NGOs have been playing a significant role in the social, economic and political
development of Bangladesh. This fact alone justifies the need to analyse and
understand the role of NGOs in Bangladesh.

2) There are works focusing on the Grameen Bank, Proshika, BRAC and other NGOs
in Bangladesh. But most of these works have dealt with impact analysis only. This
study therefore examines the features of NGOs which are voluntarism, non-political,
non-profit making, etc and their applicability to NGOs in Bangladesh.

3) This study examines in-depth two of the major NGOs in Bangladesh to understand

their power-base.

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
The concept of civil society has been discussed extensively. Terms like
“associationalism” and “associational democracy” have been used synonymously with
civil society. The concept of civil society through associationalism has been
popularised by a number of scholars like Hirst, Cohen and Rogers, Wright and
Schmitter. They maintain that in addition to the state and the economy, a third sphere
of associationalism is a vital aspect of democratic societies.** The World Bank has
emphasised close cooperation between the government and NGOs in following way:

Recent research has convincingly demonstrated that a country’s level

and dynamism of development are closely correlated with the quality

and richness of its associational life. Pluralism is also important for

social cohesion and can be encouraged by creating an environment
where these civil society groupings (i.e. all those organizations that are

2 gee Joshua Cohen and J. Rogers, “Secondary associations and democratic governance,” in
Associations and democracy, edited by Eric O. Wright (London: Verso, 1995); Paul Hirst, Associative
democracy: new forms of economic and social governance, (Cambridge: Policy Press, 1994); Philippe
Schmitter, “Neo-corporatism and the State,” in W. Grant ed. The political economy of corporatism,
(London: Macmillan, 1985).



neither part of government, nor part of business) can be involved in
pursuing the goals of national development.™

It is necessary to mention that not all types of associations are under the
category of civil society, many associations are, in fact, part of interest groups, due to
their different aims and objectives from civil society. The social, cultural, professional
and religious associations in civil society are believed to provide a check on the power
of the state.

Relations between the state and civil society have also been extensively
discussed by scholars. According to Sarah C. White, NGOs working with the state
offer an opportunity to expand the scope of their operations, broaden their influence
and participate in the formulation of national development agenda. The state, on the
other hand, may view collaborating with NGOs as a chance to gain some reflected
moral glory, retrieve a hold on donor funds, neutralize potential opposition and
achieve more efficient and cost effective implementation of policy.** Therefore,
Bishwapriya Sanyal opines that “to be effective, NGOs must abandon their autonomy
fetish and begin to work closely with dominant institutions, such as the state, market
institutions, political parties and so on.”*®> A similar view is provided by Jude L.
Fernando and Alan W. Heston who argue that NGOs defined in opposition to the
state, and pro-profit organisation is not always correct. NGOs function within the
boundaries set by the state and are subjected to various laws and regulations.

Moreover, there is mention of increasing collaboration between governments and

% World Bank, Pursuing common goals: strengthening relations between government and NGOs in
Bangladesh, (Dhaka: University Press Ltd. 1996), cited in Sarah White, Civil Society and the Aid
Industry ..., 309.

1bid., 309.

15 Bishwapriya Sanyal, “NGOs’ self-defeating quest for autonomy,” The annals of the American
academy of political and social science, vol. 554 (1997): 31.



NGOs. In some cases, NGOs have openly supported political parties and have even
attempted to organise their own political parties and enter competitive politics.*®
Non-governmental organisations are now considered heavyweight actors in the
global political arena.'” For liberals, plurality of associations is both a means of
reconciling private and public interests, as well as a guarantee against unmitigated
exercise of power by the state.’® In addition to the above-mentioned scholars (Roger
Charton and Roy May, Ann Marie Clark as well as Craig Warstein), political
involvement of NGOs has also been acknowledged by Shelley Feldman, Thomas
Carothers and others. An active and diverse civil society often does play a valuable
role in helping advance democracy.” In the case of Bosnia-Herzegovina, Roberto
Belloni opines, “NGOs as key agents of political and economic changes, are capable
of mobilising pressure on government public policy, disseminating democratic values,
and efficiently providing much-needed public services.”?® Similarly, Feldman states
that NGOs have also played a key role in the struggle for democracy by providing a
venue for discussion and debate around issues of poverty, equality, literacy, access to
credit and more representative government.?* For example, in the 1996 Bangladesh
election, the Association of Development Agencies in Bangladesh (ADAB)

coordinated a Democracy Awareness Education Programme through which 15,000

16 Jude L. Fernando and Alan W. Heston, “NGOs between States, markets and cvil society,” The annals
of the American academy of political and social science, vol. 554, (1997): 11.
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trainers administered awareness raising workshops across the whole country,
contributing to an impressive voter turnout of 74 percent.?

In some cases, NGOs seem to have come into direct conflict with the state,
particularly in Indonesia, Mexico, post-communist states like Ukraine, Lithuania,
Latvia and some African countries such as Sudan and Kenya.?® In Sudan NGOs are
accused by the Interior Minister of Sudan, Abdel Rahim Hussein, and Humanitarian
Affairs Minster Ibrahim Mahmoud Hamid of helping the rebels in Darfur. He told a
press conference that some NGOs operating in the Darfur region “used humanitarian
operations as a cover for carrying out a hidden agenda and proved to have supported
the rebellion in the past period.”** In order to restrict the activities of various NGOs
working in Darfur ‘The Organisation of Humanitarian and Voluntary Work Bill 2006’
was passed by the National Assembly of Sudan on 20 February. The law imposes
restrictions on the work of NGOs operating in Sudan, and grants discretionary
regulatory power to the government over the operations of NGOs. International Centre
for Not-for-Profit reports:

Following the enactment of the law, the Humanitarian Aid Commission,

the Government agency which oversees all humanitarian organisations

in Sudan, reportedly issued a formal notice to the directors of the Sudan

Social Development Organisation ordering the suspension of all its
activities within west Darfur province.”
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This points to a debate that revolves around the question of regulation and
supervision of NGOs by the state. Some maintain that the state ought to regulate NGO
activities in order to prevent corruption. There is also an acknowledgement of the fact
that the state should maintain optimal relationship with NGOs.?

Schisms between religious forces (in some cases Islamic political parties) and
NGOs in Bangladesh have been highlighted by Shelley Feldman,?’ Tania Amir,
Meghna Guhathakurta, M. Rashiduzzaman, Mazurul Mannan, Elora Shehabuddin,
Marie-Aimee Lucas and Harsh Kapoor. Feldman describes the transformation of
NGOs in Bangladesh as a struggle between NGOs and the conservative religious
parties. Tania Amir sees the activities of NGOs as the process of empowerment of
women, thereby challenging the power-base of the ulama (religious scholars) and
mahajan (loan-shark) classes in the rural areas in Bangladesh. She points out that the
clergy and the mahajan class fought back with systematic violence against women,
subjecting them to inhuman, cruel and degrading treatment in the name of Islam by
way of “shalish.”®® Feldman calls for unity among the enlightened force- national and

International- to combat the “‘dark forces’ of political religious fundamentalists.
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