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What is new in the current renewed emphasis on the role of the non-governmental organisations (NGOs) in 
the development process is the emerging view in global corporate sectors, shared in large measure by Rajiv Gandhi's 
government, according to which a freshly conceived private sector, including the NGOs, provide the new frontier 
of a dynamic technological integration of the world economy. This is to be achieved through a wide diffusion 
of liberalised, privatised efforts that is then drawn towards a single market for which the vast hinterlands are 
opened up, new (including intermediate) technologies are introduced in them and a high rate of economic surplus 
is generated for the metropolitan regions and the export market, all this done efficiently, cost-effectively through 
cheap labour and raw materials, and in the framework of a competitive ethos which the principle of the market 
provides and which the state cannot. 

It is this that is new—the rapacious drive of a transnationalised, technology-driven, capitalism which has also 
discovered that the earlier avenues of investment in urban industries like textiles, machine goods, steel, etc, are 
gradually drying up or getting too competitive and there is need to look for new frontiers that lie deep in the 
countryside. The earlier 'commanding heights' are giving place to new ones. For the former the state and its agencies 
were alright, in fact in some ways better than the private sector as the required investment in massive infrastructures 
could only be provided by the state. But for the latter the agencies of the state will not do. Hence, yet another 
shift in capitalist thinking on the rule of the state. 

I 

New and Emerging Context 
for NGOs 

WE live in a period of profound paradoxes. 
The perennial "social question" is itself full 
of paradoxes. These have now been com-
pounded by what may be called a 'new look' 
regime. 

An outstanding feature of this regime is 
that control and repression and exploitation 
under it takes extremely sophisticated forms; 
they all lake on a human face and success-
fully neutralise both existing and potential 
sources of dissent and protest. Not in-
frequently the regime is even able to elicit 
support from elements that had hitherto 
either stayed away and followed an indepen-
dent course or had raised their voices against 
off ic ia l policies and postures. We are all 
aware of the manner in which the issue of 
national security has been used to put on the 
statute book sweeping powers of curbing 
citizens' liberties and the autonomy of the 
States and lower echelons of the system. This 
is obvious and has been critically com-
mented upon by many though with little im-
pact so far as the issue is so charged and can 
invoke powerful sentiments in its favour. 
Nor, for the same reason, is the extent of 
sophistication need to find support for 
off ic ia l measures in this area very large. 

Where it is needed in large measure is in 
the socio-economic sphere where major 
reversals of policy are under way and in the 
political sphere where a concerted attack on 
long-established and cherished institutions 
of the State that were accountable to the 
people and their representatives is in the 
of f ing . Neither the attempt to hand over 
crucial segments of the economy to the 
private sector through policies of liberalisa-
t ion and privatisation nor the attempt to 
undermine the bureaucracy and its pro-

cedures of public accountability would have 
been easy to undertake without an extremely 
clever manipulat ion of words and symbols 
that give the impression of the new policies 
being more liberal, more flexible, more 
efficient and more dynamic. A number of 
themes and slogans emanating from earlier 
critics, especially from the intellectuals and 
the urban middle classes, have been adopted 
to this end. Concern for the environment, 
care for women, scope for the younger 
generation. Tax-concessions and loan melas 
to promote entrepreneurial talent and 
innovative experiments. Putting the bureau-
cracy and the public sector in their place. 
Supporting private and voluntary agencies 
with funds for undertaking 'development' 
instead of being dependent on official agen-
cies. Shedding the 'socialist' myth which had 
bred so much corrupt ion and sloth and 
replacing it by a system managed by com-
petent and young experts drawn from a 
variety of fields who are not hung up by any 
rigid ideology but are keen on 'delivering the 
goods'. A l l this is becoming part of the 
official lingo and is being backed by policies 
that arc designed to shift power and privilege 
from a centralised State to "peoples' own 
efforts"! 

The smartest move along this line is found 
in an area that would be least suspect of any 
slimy manoeuvre. It is found in the an-
nouncement that the government wants to 
involve the voluntary sector, currently 
known as 'non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs)', in the development effort and that 
it intends to do this by bringing in a bill that 
will set up a national council (and State 
councils) of voluntary agencies that will 
itself regulate its affairs and establish a code 
of conduct for the NGOs which alone wil l 
provide the basis of their accountability as 
they will not have to go through the onerous 
procedures of getting their proposals 
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through various ministries. On the face of 
it nothing could be more 'liberalising— 
indeed, liberating — than this move. Am ong 
other things it will put an end to dependence 
on foreign funds, give equal importance to 
small- and medium-scale organisations as 
the large ones which at the moment get a 
lion's share of both government and foreign 
funding, enable the NGOs to come together 
on a common platform irrespective of 
ideological and other differences thus put-
ting an end to the present fragmentation, 
and through all this, equip them to assume 
a major role in the development effort and 
in 'reaching out to the people' which the 
government itself is unable to do as has 
indeed being argued by critics for so long. 

Now, contrary to expectations of the pro-
moters of this scheme (which include some 
eminent leaders of the NGO sector), it has 
led to a great deal of controversy and a large 
number of NGOs have expressed strong 
opposition to it. A number of meetings have 
been held at State and national levels, a 
nation-wide signature campaign has been 
launched and towards the end of September 
a major national convention of represen-
tatives of some more than 500 NGOs is plan-
ned where the bill and the code of conduct 
wil l be 'unanimously rejected'. The argu-
ments advanced against the government 
move has followed a typical liberal-demo-
cratic approach, it is argued that a statutory 
bill and code of conduct are inimical to the 
spirit of voluntarism, that it will stifle the 
independence of NGOs and their capacity 
to highlight the plight of the poor and 
marginalised sections and oppose govern-
ment policies that contribute to such a 
plight, that it will increase rather than 
diminish bureaucratic interference (as 
exemplified by the long history of com-
munity development, the co-operative move-
ment and panchayati raj) and that it w i l l , 
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by driving a wedge between those who 
accept j o in ing the council and those who 
don't, polarise rather than bring together the 
NGO sector. This critique is highly sceptical 
of government's intentions, feels that it is a 
move to 'co-opt' the NGO sector and that, 
by tying up receipt of government funds to 
subscribing to the proposed scheme, it is a 
step backward rather than forward. 

Now the criticism is quite valid as far as 
it goes and is in the best democratic tradi-
t ion. But it does not go far enough. Focus-
ing on the dichotomy between the presumed 
voluntarism of the NGOs and the proposed 
State sponsorship and the conditionalities 
impl ied in the code of conduct is relevant 
but could easily be countered by strong 
denials of any ulterior motive by the pro-
ponents of the scheme some of whom 
happen to themselves come from the NGO 
sector. It is also too limited a critique and 
ignores much more pervasive and powerful 
forces that are at work to which perhaps a 
large part of the present genre of NGOs, 
part icularly those involved in "delivering 
development" have themselves unwitt ingly 
contributed. This lies in the fact that both 
world capitalism and important global insti-
tutions involved in 'development— the World 
Bank, IMF, U N D P , various donor agencies 
and consortia—are discovering in the NGO 
model a most effective instrument of pro-
moting their interest in penetrating third 
wor ld economics and particularly their rural 
interiors which neither private industries nor 
government bureaucracies were capable of 
doing. Besides, they present an image that 
was far less threatening than of the other 
two. 

The point is that there is nothing new in 
promot ing a positive relationship between 
the State and what is today known as the 
N G O sector (earlier known as the voluntary 
sector). Soon after Independence although 
Gandhiji 's call for disbanding the Indian 
National Congress and transforming it into 
a 'Lok Sevak Sangh' (a revolutionary idea 
that would have launched a genuinely volun-
tary grassroots movement on behalf of the 
weak and the oppressed) was rejected, a 
whole range of "constructive work" acti-
vities of the Congress movement were con-
t inued in the form of non-governmental 
agencies to whom both grants and legal 
entitlements and charters were provided by 
the government. Gandhians and others who 
could not or did not wish to join the govern-
ment or the ruling party spearheaded these 
agencies and both worked closely with 
governmental programmes meant for diverse 
social strata (from 'harijans' and tubals to 
illiterates, whom, in distress and slum-
dwellers) and for setting up important 
sectors of a mixed economy (handicrafts and 
village industries, rural development agen-
cies, credit co-operatives, educational institu-
tions, etc) and retained a degree of autonomy 
in their functioning. To this were added a 
later generation of 'social work ' agencies in 
the rural areas, agencies working with com-
munity development, panchayati raj and 
other bodies as well as, still later, more 
radical programmes like adult education 

through voluntary bodies meant to "con-
scientise" the people and employment 
guarantee schemes. Congressmen inside and 
outside the party and government worked 
closely with this whole array of "voluntary" 
effort, the former receiving important inputs 
from the social base through contact wi th 
the latter as well as imparting to them a sense 
of being part of a common endeavour. In 
the process, no doubt, they got 'bureau-
cratised', in course of time lost their earlier 
elan and were subjected to forms of account-
ability' that are not very different from the 
proposed code of conduct. There is very little 
that is new in the new proposal except for 
some 'new look' and some clever use of sym-
bols and metaphors as is the case with many 
other things that the new regime puts out. 

What is new in the renewed and much 
more vigorous emphasis on the role of the 
NGOs in the developing process is the 
emerging view in global corporate sectors, 
shared in large measure by Rajiv Gandhi's 
government and its new-look coterie, accor-
ding to which a freshly conceived private-
sector, including the NGOs, provide the new 
frontier of a dynamic technological integra-
t ion of the wor ld economy. This is to be 
achieved through a wide diffusion of libera-
lised, privatised, effforts that is then drawn 
towards a single market for which the vast 
hinterlands of these vast continents are 
opened up, new (including intermediate) 
technologies are introduced in them and a 
high rate of economic surplus is generated 
for the metropoli tan regions and the export 
market, all this done efficiently, cost-
effectively through cheap labour and raw 
materials, and in the framework of a com-
petitive ethos which the principle of the 
market provides and which the State cannot. 
It is this that is new—the rapacious drive of 
a transnationalised, technology-driven, 
capitalism which has also discovered that the 
earlier avenues of investment in urban 
industries like textiles, machine goods, steel, 
etc, are gradually drying up or getting too 
competitive and there is need to look for new 
frontiers that lie deep in the countryside. The 
earlier 'commanding heights' are giving 
place to new ones. For the former the State 
and its agencies were alright, in fact in some 
ways better than the private sector as the 
required investment in massive infrastruc-
tures could only be provided by the State;. 
But for the latter the agencies of the State 
wi l l not do. Hence, yet another shift in 
capitalist th inking on the role of the State. 

II 

Capitalism and the State 
In order to appreciate this in full measure 

it is necessary to consider the evolution of 
bourgeois thought on the State as an agent 
of capitalist growth. The relationship bet-
ween the State and the bourgeoisie has been 
a matter of continuing debate and contro-
versy. In Europe the struggles of the 
burghers and the great captains of trade and 
commerce against a feudal and then a 
mercantilist State resulted in the French 
Revolution which on the one hand put an 

end to the ancien regime and enabled the 
bourgeoisie to capture the State. But it also 
on the other hand enabled them to l imi t the 
paternalist role of the State when it came to 
the competitive drive of emergent capitalism 
and its outreach, both internally and ex-
ternally, in f ixing wages and profi ts , in 
allowing the market a full play, in particular, 
the alleged 'imperfections' of the market 
that benefited the big captains of industry 
and their cartels and coalitions. During this 
phase the nascent State was often subject to 
powerful influences of commercial and 
finance capital and was often bailed out by 
the large banking houses like the Roths ilds 
and others. The State was also asked to 
provide protection to emergent bourgeois 
forces that were persecuted abroad (e g, in 
France and Germany), and needed to be 
given refuge at home (first in England and 
then in the US, the classic home for the 
enterprising). 

Close on the heels of this early phase 
came the commercial and industrial revolu-
tions which launched the bourgeoisie as an 
independent and revolutionary force that 
gave to the State the role of 'holding the ring' 
or be an accomplice in exploiting the rest 
of the world. The latter was done through 
parliamentary charters to newly floated 
companies (of which the East India Com-
pany was a major example) which gave them 
far-reaching powers for policing and occupy-
ing distant lands for "colonising" them for 
private capital. Once the colonies gained 
independence, the relationship persisted in 
the form of trade in agricultural com-
modities and the produce of plantations, 
mines and oil wells in return for industrial 
raw materials and machinery. When it was 
found that some of the nationalist regimes 
who had been in the forefront of anti-
colonial struggles conceived of the State as 
a prime agent of capital accumulation, 
industrialisation and modernisation through 
centralised planning, and as they also found 
that indigenous bourgeoisie were both weak 
and cowardly to withstand these pressures, 
foreign private capital beat a tactical retreat. 
From now on they began to concentrate on 
finding technological alternatives to the 
earlier model of labour-intensive capita'isrn 
that had depended heavily on import of raw 
materials and primary commodities from 
the former colonies. There followed an im-
mense effort in technological R and D which 
launched the major countries on to their 
second Industrial Revolution. Following the 
hike in oil prices in the seventies this took 
the from of concentrating on a vast expan-
sion of the tertiary sector and on the 
'knowledge industry ' (computers, genetic 
engineering, etc) as against manual labour. 
This at once permitted the growth of a 
'decentralised' and 'ecologically sound' 
development (this responding to the environ-
mental movement in the West) and increased 
the rate of extraction of surplus value'. In 
course of time this produced a new techno-
logical breakthrough of global relevance and 
made it possible to launch a massive com-
munication blitz worldwide that made the 
new technologies (in the form of high-tech 
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industries) look like kingpins in any v i r ion 
of'progress' which forced both the develop-
ing and the socialist countries to turn to the 
West for 'technology transfer'. 

To return to the issue of the role of the 
State, a highly sophisticated approach 
followed. There emerged what are today 
called ' m u l t i n a t i o n a l ' companies that 
offered technology transfers, capital flows, 
specialised expertise and institutional know-
hows to the new States. 

Where there was a developed 'private 
sector' in these States they preferred to work 
wi th it, though not necessarily. Thus where 
the government was will ing to play a leading 
role in setting up the 'commanding heights' 
they were wil l ing to provide technical inputs 
thereto, usually through inter-governmental 
agreements of foreign aid and technical 
assistance but in some cases independent of 
these two. In countries where wasn't much 
of an industrial bourgeoisie, the mul t i -
nationals entered in direct relationship with 
the governments concerned and there 
emerged the phenomenon of Development 
States; especially in Southeast Asia and 
Latin America, where the State itself became 
a partner with foreign capi tal The attempt 
here was to work with and train technocrats 
in various fields and have them 'mature into' 
taking on administrative and even poli t ical 
roles. Step by step, the multinationals began 
to call the shots as to who will control what 
avenues of national power. And given their 
clout in their home countries too, they had 
the backing of their governments in period 
of local upheavals or challenge to their 
hegemony. 

In this picture of a four-fold confluence— 
the multinationals, the corporate sector 
at home, foreign governments and local 
regimes — there entered a f i f t h set of actors 
which in course of time took on a pivotal 
role in influencing policy priorities and the 
broad thrust of economic philosophy in a 
large number of developing countries. The 
World Bank, the International Monetary 
Fund, alongwith important UN agencies like 
UNDP, U N I D O , FAO, IFAD and a series of 
international research agencies and founda-
tions that have been funding research to 
these countries, have all sought to sell 
schemes and ideas that have together pro-
vided a techno-economic package that has 
served the interests of world capitalism and 
of transnational companies in particular. 
These agencies, precisely because they 
appeared different and more independent 
than direct aid agencies of foreign govern-
ments, and were also assisting programmes 
of rural development and poverty allevia-
tion, legitimised the rise of a modern techno-
cratic elite in these countries and, through 
it, an opening up to international capital, 
banking and R and D. Many of them pro-
vided either direct employment or consulting 
status and rewards to a large number of 
leading economists and management specia-
lists from the developing wor ld . 

On the policy front there emerged a highly 
sophisticated package. The World Bank an-
nounced the strategy of 'direct attack on 
poverty' in the mid-seventies (which in the 
case of India neatly coincided with the 

slogan o f ' g a r i b i hatao') which gave to the 
Bank and foreign assistance a strategic role 
in national development. At the same time 
this was conceived in the form of pro-
gramme packages of an 'integrated' type that 
called for very large capital lay-outs and 
shifted the emphasis from poverty allevia-
tion and reduction of disparities at the 
grassroots to technological growth per se, 
from l i f t ing standards of the lowest strata 
to the capacities of national economies to 
absorb capital inflows and insti tutional 
expertise from abroad, from building indi-
genous capacities and self-reliance to 
'catching-up', from expanding international 
markets and purchasing power to producing 
exportable surpluses for the world market. 

Alongside this technological response to 
a changed political context three other shifts 
emerged in the global think-tanks—one 
geopolitical, one strategic. The political con-
sideration was how to meet the growing 
challenge from the third world, at first from 
its emphasis on delinking from the Nor th 
and then its threat to either hold back or 
substantially raise the cost of essential com-
modities and supply lines, all these getting 
complicated by the growing geopolitical 
factors as found in the Arab-Israeli con-
frontation in the Middle East, the rise of 
China as a global power and the rising tide 
of liberation movements in Africa. Gradually 
and painstakingly, international capital and 
its battery of economists, strategic experts 
and management and communicat ions 
specialists devised packages of sophisticated 
mil i tary hardware and its industrial ancil-
laries as well as models of high speed, high-
tech industrialisation that could both recycle 
domestic surpluses (like petrodollars) and 
subdue the nationalism inherent in the 
challenge to the West by making them con-
scious of their technological lag and offer-
ing to make good the same. Significantly, 
even the seemingly radical rhetoric of the 
New International Economic Order turned 
out to be basically a plea for greater 
technology transfers to third world regimes. 

The second, phi losophica l , shift is 
perhaps more basic. It has consisted in the 
dawning realisation in intellectual and 
technocratic circles abroad that it is not any 
longer possible to extend the advantages of 
capitalist growth to all the peoples of the 
wor ld . Un t i l the mid-seventies and even a 
little later the old 'theory of progress' still 
held ground, futuristic work on the year 
2000 and beyond was optimistic and men 
like Herman Kahn and others believed that 
modern technology could lick the problem 
of poverty everywhere, provide modern 
lifestyles to everyone, and could even handle 
growing populations and receding frontiers 
of human habitation. This 'vision' is no 
longer held. Instead the emphasis has shifted 
to building national security states, a global 
middle class that was 'productive' in the 
model of a 'post-industrial society' and pro-
vided a market for a capitalist model based 
on labour-displacing technology and a new 
pattern of colonisation that would make the 
vast rural hinterlands and uninhabited hills 
and mountains and islands of the confine 
of Asia, Africa and Latin America into me 

new 'frontiers' of bourgeois penetration for 
resources, cheap labour and exports. 'Pro-
gress' is now perceived in bui lding techno-
logical extravaganzas of a mind-boggling 
variety that the computer age represents. If 
in the process mill ions of people and their 
habitations are marginalised or even dumped 
into the dustbins of history, this should not 
matter for after all these are surpluses that 
could be dispensed with -the world does not 
need so many humans and in any case these 
arc too weak and illiterate to be of any use 
in an electronic era. 

The third, strategic, shift in thinking 
among the technocrats of corporate capita-
lism is directly affecting the poor and their 
rural, t r ibal and forest habitations. It con-
sists in the discovery that traditional avenues 
or investment in the developing wor ld—in 
textiles, in machine goods, in automobiles, 
i r r igat ion and large thermal projects, in 
intensive agriculture for food production— 
are proving less profitable, far too com-
petitive and too dependent on putting pur-
chasing power in the hands of the masses. 
While the bulk of profits arc still made in 
the traditional sectors, projected tendencies 
into the future indicate a gradual drying up 
of these sectors. Instead a whole new world 
seems to be opening up in hitherto un-
explored areas— forestry, dry and waste 
lands and hill areas providing massive ex-
traction of huge quantities of timber, 
minerals and other natural resources, 
opening up of remote islands and moun-
tainous terrains for world tourism, a diffuse 
and decentralised network of production of 
micro electronic components and spare parts 
of fashion, packaging and other industries 
carried out in urban slums at low wages and 
without threat of trade unions, all these 
alongside mechanised fisheries and the pro-
duction of animal feeds and such cash crops 
as soya beans, corn and finer varieties of 
fruits and vegetables for feeding the tender 
palates of high class society in the metro-
politan wor ld . The new international—and 
domestic—division of labour in which 
women's, migrant and child labour are used 
for producing a Variety of consumer items 
at very cheap rates for exports also fits in 
wi th this new model. The fact that in large 
stretches of the rural hinterlands both 
ownership and control arc "private" makes 
them more easily penetrable. Earlier on, 
countries with large rural peripheries (like 
India) were found unsuitable for investment. 
With the shift in thinking on investment 
priorities there has taken place a reversal of 
attitudes. 

Now this 'opening up' of the vast hinter-
lands and peripheries of these continents 
which provide the new frontiers to the 
capitalists' searching eyes has also enabled 
corporate capitalism to come full circle in 
its relationship with the State. Realising both 
technical and polit ical hurdles, the trans-
nationals began by entering into a partner-
ship with the State itself but with its penetra-
t ion of the hinterland of these countries, in 
large parts of which the State does not ex-
ist, and by beefing up the capacities of local 
business houses and the stock market by pro-

oting new collaborative ventures, they are 

2179 



in effect undercutt ing the monopoly of the 
State and creating an atmosphere for 'free 
enterprise' everywhere. Simultaneously they 
have been able to score two significant 
ideological points: the superiority of the 
market over the State as a means for rapid 
modernisation, leading to the whole phi lo-
sophy of liberalisation, and the superiority 
of the private f i rm and the voluntary agency 
(on which more below) over the regular 
bureaucracy and government departments 
for providing a flexible, innovative and 
dynamic i n s t i t u t i o n a l f ramework for 
development. W i t h this convergence of new 
technologies, new priorities for capitalist 
exploitation and preference for the private 
sector and market economies, the State in 
the developing world has been both subdued 
and made an instrument of a new corporate 
wor ld ' rul ing class'. 

It is in the context of these series of shifts 
in dominant th ink ing on development that 
one has to understand yet another institu-
t ional shift that is just appearing on the 
horizon: from the governments to NGOs. 
Building on growing cri t icism of the State 
in 'delivering development' as well as on the 
distrust of governments among United 
Nations and donor agencies in reaching 
'target populations', there has been emerg-
ing over the last several years a preference 
for more 'autonomous' development agen-
des than government bureaucracies. These 
take various forms: corporations, large-scale 
co-operatives, research and technical coun-
cils and Voluntary organisations', l iven 
major projects by government in dairy far-
ming, dryland and wasteland development, 
afforestation, development of rural techno-
logies and new energy sources, as well as rav-
explorations of sea-bed and islands are being 
set up on this new model w i t h their own 
autonomous board ' and w i t h no accoun-
tabi l i ty to governments. 

The fact that many of the more radical 
social movements and organisations of dis-
sent and protest against the government have 
also adopted a voluntary and non-party, 
non-government, form has further legiti-
mised the N G O format. It is a smart co-
optative move that increases the sophistica-
tion of the new capitalist thrust. Tittle did 
the originators of the voluntary sector realise 
to what use their concepts could be put to 
one day. The irony of it, of course, is that 
by hijacking the whole concept of voluntary 
and NGO effort as a preferred mode of 
organising civi l society as against the State 
bureaucracy, the 'new look' State will also 
be able to marginalise and be ruthless on 
those elements in the voluntary space that 
refuse to fall in line, are Moo political' or are 
unwil l ing to accept the disciplines imposed 
by a capitalist corporate State. In fact, the 
banning of foreign funds for so-called 
'political organisations' like PUCL, PUDR 
and many more bodies (most of which have 
never received any such funds), the stout 
defence of the Kudal Commission by the 
Home Minister in the Parliament and its fur-
ther extension, the recent directives to many 
voluntary bodies that do not happen to be 
in 'good books' of government to clear every 
project with the Home Ministry and the pro-

posed b i l l and code of conduct for Volun-
tary agencies all appear to be of one com-
mon stock. Of course, co-optative moves 
always appear more palatable than repressive 
ones. Even better, they create the impulse to 
ignore the latter or at any rate not to be 
overtly critical of them. Subtly, the way is 
prepared to keep mouths shut. 

Ill 
Co-optation or Subtle Repression? 

Such an emergent combination of persua-
sion and coercion is also found in respect 
of a number of other announcements. Thus, 
the government has announced 'environ-
ment' as its top pr ior i ty and has been ask-
ing state governments to adhere to certain 
norms in this respect. A n d yet, when it 
comes to peoples' rights and their struggles 
to preserve their environment and their land, 
they are ruthlessly suppressed as happened 
in Gadchiroli against the lehampalli-Bhopal-
patnam dams, in Singrauli, inKoel-Karoand 
in many o the cas. Similarly, the govern-
ment has 1b.' .' series of 'Festivals of India' 
abroad and is about to create a new depart-
ment for 'India's image abroad', and yet it 
continues to deny the right of tribals and 
ethnic minorit ies to cultural survival at 
home. In fact, it sees peoples' initiatives to 
preserve their cultural rights and protect 
their resources and lifestyles as standing in 
the way of progress and hence not worth 
protecting. This had happened in other 
countries where distorted development and 
an even more distorted political process have 
deprived peoples of both their resources and 
their basic rights (Brazil , Iran, Ethiopia, 
Philippines, to name a few). Given the long 
history of India's democratic traditions and 
the growing struggle for human rights, 
repression cannot be too overt except in the 
name of national security which has permit-
ted wide-ranging measures that are supposed 
to protect the State from the stirrings of civil 
society. You can get away wi th some such 
measures, given the deep anxiety among the 
people that national unity may be in danger, 
but not too many, For the rest what is needed 
is subtle co-optation tied with subtle control. 

The new open arms attitude to the NGOs 
seems to provide one such subtle mech-
anism. The various voluntary bodies, par-
t icular ly those struggling on behalf of the 
dispossessed and oppressed strata of society, 
have increasingly played the role of making 
the Indian State accountable to the Indian 
people—through protecting rights of women 
and tribals and minorities, through safe-
guarding rights of forest dwellers and 
marginal peasants, through struggles for 
enforcing m i n i m u m wages and liberating 
bonded labour and chi ld labour, through 
new initiatives in health care and consumer 
protection. They are now being asked to in-
tegrate their efforts w i th a State which in 
turn is in the process of integrating itself into 
the wor ld economy. Rajiv Gandhi's recent 
statement in Mexico that "the l imits to 
growth in the N o r t h can be transcended by 
availing of the opportunit ies for growth 
which the South presents" is an honest ex-
posure of the polit ical economy of current 

development thrusts. Such an open door 
policy to foreign investors is bound to pro-
duce further marginalisat ion and depriva-
tion of the poor and the violation of the 
most fundamental norms of justice and self-
reliance and is in turn bound to be resisted 
by individuals and organisations working for 
peoples' rights to land, to food, to shelter, 
to survival. To no small extent the growing 
recognition of the role of voluntary and non-
party, non-government agencies is a conse-
quence of this new spurt of activism at the 
grassroots and the movements of protest and 
human rights that have been challenging the 
government on political grounds. The more 
recent overtures to the N G O sector has also 
to be seen as a subtle attempt to depoliticise 
it and distance it from those engaged in 
movements of struggle against the govern-
ment and other vested interests. 

It is of paramount importance that this 
attempt at dr iving a wedge between develop-
ment NGOS and other voluntary bodies is 
fully perceived by the more conscious among 
the former if they are not to become objects 
of deliberate confusion implanted in their 
minds by vested interests. It is equally 
necessary that they quickly identify those 
among them who are not at all voluntary 
except in name or in legal form (a registered 
society, etc). When the world is split in two, 
meanings and concepts and categories also 
cease to be the same even if the same con-
tinue to be used, 'Voluntary action' has 
spread today from the activity of those agen-
cies which are the most dominant sectors of 
government and corporate policy, destroy-
ing democratic institutions, natural resources 
and natural communities, to the actions of 
social movements concerned wi th restructur-
ing society towards greater control of people 
on their own destinies. The 'non-party, non-
government organisation' is a similarly 
diffused category ranging from representa-
tive voices of impoverished and ravaged 
communities to those propagating and 
carrying out o f f i c ia l development policies 
that are hur t ing the interests of the mass of 
the people. The comparative advantage of 
NGOs who are participating in such govern-
ment programmes is not that they induce any 
shift in development strategy but that they 
speed up development by bypassing bureau-
cracy. This is indeed the key consideration. 
The NGOs' efficiency' and 'flexibility' as 
well as their amenabili ty to privatised and 
individualised initiatives figure prominently 
in the reports of internat ional development 
and aid and credit agencies which lay stress 
on the comparative advantage of the NGOs. 

It is this emerging stress on the NGOs as 
the new frontier of corporate capitalism that 
we need to take serious note of. These consist 
of two interrelated sectors. The first sector 
is small in the number of units but very 
powerful in both strategic impact and the 
resources at its command. It consists of 
those 'voluntary agencies' which short circuit 
bureaucracies and facilitate the entry of 
global economic interests in to the Indian 
economy. These agencies are not account-
able to either government bureaucracy or 
peoples' representatives. The National Dairy 
Development Board, for example, which is 
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India's largest agribusiness and runs the 
world's biggest dairy project, is a registered 
society working in rural areas and hence also 
a Voluntary ' agency. (Its prime mover, 
V Kurien, prides himself on this fact—that 
his is a registered, 'voluntary' body.) But in 
reality such agencies are inseparable from 
the government or from dominant global 
economic interests. NDDB, for instance, was 
constituted by the Government of India in 
September 1965 largely to absorb ETC sur-
pluses and to create a market for European 
dairy technologies. Their 'non-government' 
status becomes a useful mechanism that 
allows a more effective 'opening up' of the 
Indian economy in a highly centralised 
manner. The very de-bureaucratisation that 
they boast of makes them efficient instru-
ments of this—smooth, out of the public 
gaze and fully centralised in their command 
structure, far more centralised than a regular 
government set-up. The de-bureaucratisation 
that one has usually pleaded for meant more 
power to local people and to local com-
munities, both through government at State 
and lower levels where they could be more 
closely watched and held accountable and 
through non-governmental bodies operating 
at those levels. With the N D D B type NGOs 
quite the contrary is achieved: more power 
is wielded by global interests with the help 
of the Central government. But this is 
effectively camouflaged by the NGO profile 
which helps the corporate entry through an 
independent, and non-profi t ' appearance. 

This centralising trend intiated by large 
NGOs is exhibited not just in large-scale 
dairying that is penetrating the rural areas 
in more and more regions but also in the 
even more vast terrain of forestry, dryland 
farming, wasteland development and other 
new avenues of colonising the vast hinter-
lands of village India and tribal homelands. 
To this end a Society for the Promotion of 
Wastelands Development (SPWD) was 
registered in 1982. Its birth was closely linked 
with the Ford foundat ion and the Central 
government. Ten out of the present 14. 
members of its governing board have held 
key positions in Government of India (one 
is from NDDB, one from BHEL and one 
from the Tatas). its first chairman was 
M S Swaminathan, the celebrated 'brain 
behind the Green Revolution'. The National 
Wasteland Development Board ( N W D B ) 
that was later set up in 1985 drew heavily 
on this NGO. Kamla Chowdhry, then 
Executive Director of SPWD, and for many 
years associated with the Ford foundat ion , 
was appointed chairman of the board. And 
just as the NGOs board is fu l l of Central 
government officials, the government board 
is full of NGO representatives, The message 
is clear: there is no longer a divide between 
NGOs and the government, or rather, 
between NGOs, the government and the 
corporate sector. 

Interestingly, the SPWD was formed 
directly after major mobil isat ion by grass-
roots groups against the Forest Bill took 
place in the early 1980s. The Bill had 
threatened to further violate the rights of 
forest dwellers and rural people and extend 
the control of commercial forestry. Three 

developments became clear in the contro-
versy over the Forest Bill: the association of 
forest management exclusively with com-
mercial interests at the cost of conservation 
and basic needs of the people, the recogni-
tion of vast business prospects of forest and 
wood-based products and the recognition 
that government departments were not 
dependable instruments for new commercial 
expansion as they were not immune from 
public accountability and, being so open to 
journalists ' and activists' scrutiny and 
exposure, invited resistance from the people 
and intervention by the courts. An NGO was 
a far more convenient vehicle for simul-
taneously de-fusing mobil isat ion for the 
rights of forest dwellers and opening up the 
forests to the corporate sector over lands that 
had so far been peoples' commons. Under 
the colonial rule and later, we have had 
reserved forest management which involved 
a transfer of control from the local com-
munity to the State forest bureaucracy. With 
the SPWD and the N W D B , the control has 
moved still further in the direction of 
centralisation in which not just local com-
munities, but even State bureaucracies have 
been marginalised. While management has 
moved up vertically towards higher levels of 
centralisation, the resource base of com-
mercial forestry has moved out horizontally 
to appropriate peoples' commons, now con-
veniently called 'wastelands'. 

This is straightforward colonisation of 
peoples' resources in which the Corporate 
State, wi th an NGO alliance, becomes the 
new zamindar. It is this dual role of NGOs 
as diffusers of social movements and cata-
lysts and transmitters of a new phase of 
capitalist growth initiated from the Nor th , 
based on 'internal colonisation' and 'privati-
sation' of community resources that were 
hitherto left alone (including by the British), 
that provides the true context of the pivotal 
role of NGOs and the voluntary sector in 
the Seventh Plan. (That some of the plan-
ners or consultants to the Planning Com-
mission have a different perception of this 
role is not too relevant.) It is these NGOs 
that can provide new commercial openings 
that wil l fit into the government's liberalisa-
tion plans. For the government there is no 
difference between the switch from the 
public to the private sector and the switch 
from the State bureaucracy to the voluntary 
sector. For it, the voluntary sector is part of 
the private sector with the added advantages 
that it could also invoke the rhetoric of 
'environment', 'people's participation' , and 
'voluntarism'. The point is that new agents 
for the delivery of development' need to be 
found. Similarly, new legitimisation for such 
development needs to be found because the 
old ones have been delegitimised and arc 
under attack. Direct corporate take-over of 
commons and public lands, for example, 
would invite instant and organised resistance 
from the poor who survive on the commons. 
Extension of the forest bureaucracy would 
have a similar response given a century of 
their ident if icat ion with commercial in-
terests. Besides, the bureaucracy is an in-
efficient delivery system. The NGO front 
allows a new corporate expansion without 

anyone noticing it and quite a few welcom-
ing it, given a highly manipulated use of 
popular symbols and slogans. Nor is this 
di f f icul t to achieve. Given the massive 
erosion of forests and other natural re' 
sources that has already taken place, any 
scheme that holds out the promise of 
arresting the trend, and commit off ic ia l 
resources for the same, is bound to be 
welcome. Hence the generally positive image 
of social forestry' despite the raging contro-
versy over eucalyptus. The same with waste-
land development. The fact that most of 
these schemes are fashioned to suit com-
mercial interests and export houses is not 
widely known. The NGO format or the 
format of an autonomous corporation is a 
convenient shield against such exposure. 

It is these emergent commercial interests 
parading as NGOs that need to be made 
accountable to the public. It is they who need 
a code of conduct—just as multinationals 
do— to provide a deterrent to their power 
and patronage. Yet the proposed code of 
conduct for voluntary agencies is not for this 
class of NGOs. How could it be? They exist 
because of the patronage of transnational 
empires and the patronage of a corporate 
state that increasingly wants to be not 
accountable to either the people or the 
regular bureaucracy. Accountabi l i ty is 
missing where it needs to be exercised most, 
to l imit the new empires of the Kuriens, the 
Swaminathans, the Ramannas and the 
Chowdhrys. On the contrary, using an NGO 
profile but wholly government created (we 
can call them GONGOs, i e, Government 
Organised NGOs), they are able to create 
new tools of control on the freedom 'of 
genuine voluntary expressions of social 
movements and democratic struggles of civil 
society, while still talking of new 'protection', 
and new 'opportunities' that are being 
provided for the voluntary sector. 

The second NGO sector that is sought to 
be brought in as a close ally of the GONGOs 
are the large number of development and 
welfare NGOs who by themselves may not 
like the new privatisation thrust, but are still 
wil l ing to go along. For the regime they are 
useful tokens, as local exhibits to boast 
about as being part of the new 'delivery' 
system. Their presence on boards and in pro-
grammes, their invitations to meetings and 
briefings, even their genuinely 'grassroots' 
proposals in regions where they have a clout 
will be promoted as long as they accept the 
new privileges and funds offered to them 
and in return accept the larger policy thrusts 
of the regime, or at least do not challenge 
or resist it, or even if they do so, do it as 
expression of some differences here or there 
not too publicly in effect, as mere tokenism. 
Some of them believe the opposite is taking 
place: by using the opportunities and 
resources offered by GONGOs for con-
tinuing genuinely grassroots initiatives, they 
wi l l be using the GONGOs, not the other 
way round. And they may have a point there 
as far as some specific micro project is con-
cerned. What we are concerned here with is 
the larger 'macro' use being made of them. 
And there we are convinced that their 'parti-
cipation' in this relatively passive manner, 
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as localised exhibits (some of them out-
standing) as key legit imises, is being 
promoted and wi l l continue to be promoted 
because it diverts attention f rom the more 
universal trends towards global integration 
and from local destitution and exclusion of 
millions of people from the development 
process which such integration entails. It 
also gives the State, which is increasingly 
becoming repressive, a benign look. 

IV 
Moment of Choice 

The relationship between the State and 
voluntary organisations has always remained 
a tenuous one. Many 'NGOs' have f louri-
shed through State patronage, have grown 
large and powerful and have acquired a say 
in the moulding of official policies. Others 
(smaller and more mobilisational in nature) 
have suffered due to polit ical and bureau-
cratic intrusions. But the situation they both 
face today is of a radically different order— 
of their becoming instruments of interests 
that are far removed and sinister. NGOs, not 
the bureaucracy, are being proposed to be 
today's delivery system in the minds of 
US A I D (which calls them private voluntary 
organisations or PVOs) and the World Bank 
(which calls them para-government orga-
nisations). For the NGO sector, the new 
temptations of being development agents in 
the Corporate State's model may make them 
overlook the new threat to their voluntarism, 
their ability to critically evaluate government 
policies on behalf of the people and both 
their wilt and their power to intervene justly 
and creatively. Wi th a vested interest in the 
programmes of the State, voluntary agencies 
cannot also hope that they can resist these 
programmes when they turn anti-people. 
The proposed code of conduct with its 
dependence on GONGOs becomes the 
condition for their new co-optation, and for 
those who do not get co-opted, new 
repression. 

And yet there is nothing pre-determined 
in this model of co-optation or even in the 
global project of integration into a world 
market'. Not all history is pre-determined. 
Some of it is and there may be facets to the 
world capitalist thrust that cannot easily be 
wished away or even countered. But even this 
is not inevitable. We live in a period of 
profound contradictions. And the new 
upsurge of peoples' consciousness every-
where and the rise of a wide variety of social 
movements and new forms of protest and 
resistance through civil liberties and human 
rights movements provide a major counter-
vailing impulse. In the case of India this is 
particularly true, both historically and in the 
more recent period. Active non-cooperation 
has been India's age-old device to keep 
voluntary effort and the wil l to resist alive, 
and alive not just for a few, but to recall 
Gandhiji 's ringing reminder to us all and 
always, for the "last man". Over the last 
decade this c o n c e r n has been rekindled and 
a fairly large number of interventions have 
taken place. W i t h the State turning against 
the poor, these interventions are likely to 
increase rather than diminish. 

It is from these contradictory impulses 

that contradictory possibilities also emerge. 
Just as insti tutional spaces can shrink, new 
and creative spaces can open up too. The 
challenge before the voluntary and peoples' 
movements posed by the latest effort at co-
optation is to simply turn the thing around. 
The debate aroused by the proposal for a bill 
on voluntary organisations could well turn 
out to be a good watershed for keeping 
voluntarism and genuine democratic action 
alive. It is a good opportunity to respond 
to the dual imperative of the role of the State 
being undermined by capitalist growth under 
I M F and World Bank type institutions and 
delivered through GONGOs, and of resisting 
control by such a State over peoples' volun-
tary action. It is a good time to investigate 
more carefully how in the new thrust for 
privatisation of the Indian economy backed 
by centralisation of its institutions, the 
GONGOs are likely to become critical inter-
mediaries that are substituting citizens, 
parties and State bureaucracies. Democracy 
is undermined with a new genre of corporate 
statism according to which the fate of the 
socially deprived and the destitute rests 
securely in the hands of a strong central 
authority that in turn is an agent of an even 
more centralising thrust of world capitalism. 
Failure to protect the interests of the 
deprived masses in this model then leads to 
a political style that seeks to establish a 
direct link with the masses through chau-
vinist symbols and appeals for unity. 
AU of this underrates the importance of 
intermediate institutions and mediating 
structures of a democratic society. 'Voluntary' 
action was both historically and philo-
sophically conceived as intrinsic to this 
mediating role based on safeguarding of 
local resources and protection of local 
interests and rights. In the new model of 
development, it is being turned on its head 
through the creation of GONGOs and the 
GONGOs setting the model for all NGOs. 
In this model centralised resources in the 
form of finance capital and expertise will be 
used to exploit local resources, eroding both 
resources and rights. Such centralisation, 
devoid of the poli t ical framework of a 
democratic process, cannot by its nature be 
participatory and people-oriented. Demo-
cratic part icipation needs a reversal—a 
transfer of power back to lower levels, back 
to the people, to the marginalised among 
them, to those deprived of their resources 
and livelihoods by the development process. 

The new debate on voluntarism (irrespec-
tive of the proposed bi l l and code of con-
duct which may not in feet come through) 
must provide a moment for clarifying issues 
and dilemmas facing the voluntary sector. 
It can help it see more clearly how demo-
cracy and democratic institutions are being 
totally undermined by new trends in the 
C O N G O mediated, World Bank, I M F 
managed privatisation of India's remaining 
resources, threatening a final draining of our 
already drained countryside; how this w i l l 
further accentuate the great divide between 
the two Indias that is already taking place. 
It can help grassroots activists work more 
unitedly in solidarity wi th the 'other India' 
which the new bearers of power in the state 

view as dispensable but for whom the acti-
vists must struggle along to provide them a 
right to survive with dignity. Voluntarism 
must resist the new waves of overt and tacit 
repression, not because voluntary activists 
want to retain any exclusive privileges or 
access to foreign funds—these are the 
canards that are being spread against 
them—but because they are the voice of the 
voiceless. The attack on PUCL, PUDR and 
other civil liberties organisations, the 
behaviour of the Kudal Commission and the 
proposed code of conduct are all parts of 
this silencing of the voices of the voiceless 

Yet as I have said in the context of 
Lokayan, "the voices which we reflect and 
articulate cannot any longer be suppressed". 
Social movements and grassroots action are 
the source of accountability of the state to 
civil society. Accountability does not work 
the other way—it then becomes repression. 
And people have always found ways to break 
out of repression. Some uniform scheme or 
code imposed from above cannot and wi l l 
not defeat the wide variety of genuine social 
movements from growing and making them-
selves felt. It cannot control the space in 
which resistance takes place against unjust 
laws that legitimise such development. 
Gandhiji's mere presence in Champaran was 
seen by the British rulers as a cause for arrest 
on grounds of creating "internal distur-
bance". Yet that repression became a new 
source of l iberation for the peasant in 
Champaran, and for India as a nation. It 
catalysed a new awakening and a new 
mobilisation. The new sources of repression 
that are invisible because they are hidden 
behind an N G O facade and the new 'con-
ditionalities' that are sought to be imposed 
by the corporate state on civil society in the 
name of making the NGOs 'accountable', 
more or less reflecting the conditionalities 
imposed by the I M F and the World Bank, 
must similarly provide us wi th a catalytic 
movement for arresting the decay of our 
society and resuming the struggle for a just 
and equitable social order—against an 
emerging global monol i th far more vicious 
than the old colonial regime. 

For this to happen voluntary activists need 
to make some hard choices, reject the 
' l o l l ipops ' , discard the condit ional i t ies 
attached with any grants, refuse to be 
depoliticised because some national or State 
council asks them to and instead j o i n forces 
wi th those involved in major movements. 
They need to further clarify their goals, 
discard the now discredited NGO image, 
resume the original conception of genuine 
voluntarism, breach the unfortunate clea-
vages that continue to divide them and bring 
together the diverse grassroots efforts into 
a common poli t ical struggle to transform 
this bastardised State into one that is 
accountable to the people of India, not some 
interests abroad. Those interests are bent 
upon bastardising the voluntary sector too. 
This must be resisted at all costs. And so 
must any other effort—direct or diver-
sionary—at weakening peoples' struggles 
against emerging national and international 
tendencies. 
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