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NGOs’ ROLE AT ‘THE END OF HISTORY’:
Norwegian Policy and the New Paradigm

Terje Tvedt

‘Civil society’ and NGOs are now at the centre of the development debate, while both were
marginal or non-existent terms when development aid started. The aid system was estab-
lished at the height of the anti-colonialist movement — in a very different ideological con-
text from the 1990s. During that period there was an unprecedented trumpeting to promote
the cause of the state: the European nation—building project was globalised, the dominating
development theories were state-centred and for the first time a global institution was estab-
lished; the state-centred UN system. Influenced by the fall of the Soviet empire, the crisis of
the welfare state in the West, and fundamental questions raised about the legitimacy of
many existing state-structures, theories have recently been formulated that express an assault
on the state and a trumpeting of the ‘civil society’. Justas in the 1950s and onwards almost all
social scientists from all disciplines were not only concerned about the state, but became
‘state activists (Migdal 1988, 11), now social scientists from most disciplines seem to be
discontent with only analysing what has been named ‘civil society’ and have become ‘civil
society’ activists.

This article will identify some important features of this ‘new paradign’, compare it to
other ideas about ‘civil society’ and the role of NGOs, and analyse Norwegian policy on the
issue. The aim is to understand how the NGO ‘civil society’-state relationship is conceptu-
alised in aid, in an historical period which influential political forces has termed the ‘end of
history’.!

Foreign Affairs published recently an article which argued that the current proliferation
of NGOs worldwide makes it possible to talk about a ‘veritable associational revolution’ at
the global level, comparable in importance with the rise of the nation state in the nineteenth
century (Salamon 1994). What is taking place is a fundamental redefinition of the relation-
ship between society and state, where NGOs are playing a mobilising and catalysing role. I
do not here intend to discuss this interpretation of actual world developments. The fact that
such theories are put forth can, however, indicate the importance of NGOs, development
NGOs and the NGO channel in present discussion about global development trends. To
understand this language is therefore to understand a language which represents and influ-
ences important forces of global power and change.

The ‘New Paradigm’ o h
. rically the need for NGOs in development has been argued in dl.fferent ways. In the
v he NGO channel was established in most donor countries, the NGOs were
s einal actors complementing state-to-state aid. Their main task was to secure
reg&fded N miggonal support for aid in the donor countries (Smith 1990; Tvedt 1992). In
- de‘fP@? . f the ‘NGO decade?, NGOs were primarily described as places where peo-
e e o 1 b ciety and how to organise, commonly equated with grass-
ple through praxis learn about society and how s e
oots movements, often populist or leftist in orientation. Doc ° P
f ¢ from the early 1980s focused on micro-level development and t ¢ need for emp ;
ment ;f marginal groups. The thinking centred around loose concepts like strengthening o
E)IEZI capacities, grassroots participation and moblilisation (see for }fxample t(i}liSC[?asliiiis.
There was no clear idea to determine on what social level and to what ex;en. go assroots
mobilisation would be effective for societal dcvelopn.len.t at large. Ernp'l'asm. was ° El y
on local economic self-sufficiency and on projf.:cts aiming at the mobi 1sat1o.rL 1o Sioport_
organisations like producers’ societies, co-operatives, self-help grﬁups etc., p(l)istsii is)erd Viiion
ed by external donors or implemented by Northan NGOS. The rrliore tE)o g
aimed at delinking rural producers from the capitalist world market, by mo g
isi al people for self-sufficiency.

Org?;ll:}llr;glggeolsotche iisclljlssions about the ‘crisis of the 'We.lfare state’ in the \Wes(t1 l.ed t}(l) %Oge
interest in the private and third sector generally. In Brltam under;lfh,atclher an alsnc : zins.t Z.L
under Reagan the role of the state as such was questioned. Tl-latc ler’s s. Ogéllr91 9\2 38%) .,
paternalistic state and a dependent people’ (Lowe 1993, 3, cited in Selli, 2 t .ublic
logic of the market was evoked in the name of individual freedom asana ternzlt(lveth(e) public
systems; and in the name of competition as a method and a tecl'mlq{le to 1m demor ep ble
system more efficient. In Norway the criticism was generally less ideo ogical an i r[zi Ign
matic; the welfare state required more funds than what the people/ s.oc1etles cou z Ssive
all welfare states it became common to argue that a strong, exp.andlng state cre.ate ii ionsi
recipient-oriented citizens. Others saw the problem as a quest.lon.of co@r}?umrtnyalrlee : Sociai
the emphasis should be put on encouraging mutual, moral obh.gatlons‘ W\lt in il rsocd
networks rather than on the individual’s legal demands and rights vis-a-vis the sta e.f
growth of the state administration and its interventions represe.nte.d am.i)ppresswtemoercc}el:i
contributing to an erosion of this local community network and its in-built suppor

anisms. .
ecia
While the above points relate to Western developments, two factors have been of sp

importance in placing these viewpoints at the core of international de'velolfjglent delgitrz 1:
the 1990s. The collapse of the state-led, one-party s’ystems %nd economies 0 als.tercil - d[; -
changed the way the ‘civil society’ and the NGOs potentlals‘ were cor;lceptua.lse maOdel "
scribed. They could now be regarded as important actors within an ternatlvemore o of
development, avoiding what was described as state-failures. The NGOs were no
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ply ‘gap-fillers’ in service delivery programmes, they represented important elements in a
new development paradigm, focusing on ‘civil society’, market mechanisms, etc. The re-
structuring policies of the World Bank and other influential donor institutions led to a
planned reduction of the role of the state and increased space for NGOs, but not so much as
representatives of a ‘civil society’ as service delivery agents in many developing countries
The combination of this political factor (the collapse of the Soviet Union) and the economic
factor (World Bank’s debt-service programmes) have combined to stimulate an unprece-
dented growth in the NGO channel worldwide and in most developing countries.

The triumphalism of adherents of the neoliberal paradigm and the enhanced power
exercised by governments and agencies associated with it over recent years, may as yet not
have created a ‘New World Order’, but it has established a ‘New Policy Agenda. A ‘New
Development Paradigm’ has emerged. It is an amalgam term that describes a particular set of
discursive propositions and policy recommendations. It is far from being a homogeneous
discursive or political entity. It is supported by leading policy-makers in many donor states
and strongly backed by influential international (and many big national) NGOs. Although
intellectual roots and inspirations, aims and emphases may vary, there seems to have emerged
among many actors a broad consensus, also outside the neo-liberalist camp, that former
development strategies seriously underplayed historical experiences about the real and po-
tential role of what now generally is termed ‘civil society’ and the organisations therein. The
term ‘new’ implies the re-emergence or re-articulation of a different blend of development
strategies, one, in fact, that in conventional parlance has put the celebration of the ‘civil
society’ and the ‘market mechanisms’ as a central and distinctive feature. It suggests a far-
reaching re-definition of relationships between state, society and external actors on a macro-
political level. It is influenced by the new neo-liberalist ideology — the idea of the ‘mini-
mum state’, with reductions in the tasks of the state and strengthening of the private sector
through household, markets or voluntary organisations (Mishra 1989). The ‘new paradigm’
has an economic dimension (reliance on markets and private sector initiatives) and a polit-
ical dimension. Democratisation is equated with strengthening the ‘civil society’, and reduc-
ing the role of the state. While support to NGOs in the early 1980s often was based on ideas
that the state was too weak or too bureaucratised to mean anything to the poor, or that the
state was controlled by anti-popular forces, the ‘new paradigm’ regards the relation between
state and ‘civil society’ as a ‘zero-sum’ game.’ Former development strategies are rejected
because they regarded, it is said, the state as the origin and cause of progress, while society,
when thought of at all, was considered either an obstacle to or an object of development.
The policy for NGOs is within this perspective part of an agenda that includes monetarism,
supply-side economics, economic neo-liberalism and the public choice approach to eco-

nomic analysis. It changes the boundaries of what is considered to be the legitimate extent of
4

direct state involvement in both economy and social service provisions.
The NGOS role is thus to substitute the state in key aspects of societal development. It
is a paradigm of competition and struggle between the society and the state, carrying a

major assault on the concept of the ‘the state’ itself and a widespread call for its roll-back.
Aid should be geared towards ‘civil society’, defined as those uncoerced human groups and
relational networks of consensual associations and empowerment that enable society to exist
independently of the state. The NGOs are thus given a crucial role in creating a more just
and democratic development. This ‘paradigm’ has rarely made it clear how NGOs and gov-
ernments (and especially the former) are supposed to contribute to democratisation. This
theory with its universal ambitions is given authority by pointing to historical experiences in
the West. In the West voluntary associations played a formative role and represented a coun-
terweight to the accumulation of excessive power by a political executive, opposite to what is
described as the norm in developing countries. There the sequence of institution building
has departed from the checked and balanced model in the West.> Development and democ-
racy are therefore dependent on building up a strong ‘civil society’ with strong organisa-
tions, now represented by development NGOs.

There are many reasons why the NGO channel has had a rapid growth. Within the
perspective of the ‘new paradigmy’, their success is a symbol of this re-assessment of the role
of states and governments. Within the aid system the NGOs represent one of the most
important political-ideological symbols and also forces in this reappraisal. Their very exist-
ence and proliferation are used as an argument in this global political-ideological struggle
and thus affect state/society relations in fundamental ways in many developing countries.
The relationship between civil society and the state, or between NGOs and state-to-state
aid, is part of a debate that invokes basic ideological and political questions. It is interesting
that very few NGOs with a different value orientation take part in this debate, partly, per-
haps, because they all economically and institutionally thrive on the current popularity wave.

NGOs and civil society

To support and strengthen the ‘civil society’ has become a declared aim of most donors.
Most often the connotations in aid documents seem to be human rights realisation, good
governance, privatisation or de-regulation, participation, empowerment, public sector re-
form. It has become a core-term in the NGO literature over the last years and has become
synonymous with positive and compatible values and ideas.

The aid discourse on ‘civil society’ is very much influenced by Western political thought
and recent Western experiences, but does not explicitly place itself within this tradition.
This seems to have contributed to a situation in which ‘everybody’ shares the same rhetoric,
but without really agreeing about what to do. Norwegian NGOs may be a case in point:
their traditional value orientation and profile are very different from that of the neo-liberal
paradigm, but they are employing more or less the same NGO language, and although they
may act differently they have not voiced opposition. The character of the ‘new paradigm’s’
implicit definition of ‘civil society’ and its relations to the state may become clearer if com-
pared to other descriptions and definitions. UNDYP has recently proposed a definition of




‘civil society’ which on a general level reflects the influence of the ‘new paradigm’, but which
distances itself from the most idealised and harmonised versions:

"Simply stated, civil society is, together with state and market, one of the three
‘spheres’ that interface in the making of democratic societies. Civil society is the
sphere in which social movements become organised. The organisations of civil
society, which represent many diverse and sometimes contradictory social inter-
ests are shaped to fit their social base, constituency, thematic orientations (e.g.
environment, gender, human rights) and types of activity. They include church
related groups, trade unions, cooperatives, service organisations, community groups
and youth organisations, as well as academic institutions and others.” (UNDP

1993, 1)

Before analysing this definition, it may be useful first to compare it with other defini-
tions. The German philosopher Hegel drew a famous distinction between state and civil
society in 1821, in his book Philosophy of Right. The civil society (biirgerliche Gesellschaf?)
was regarded as a ‘stage’ in the dialectical development from the family to the state ‘which
contradicted the kind of ethical life found in the human micro-community in order to be
itself contradicted and overcome (i.e. cancelled and preserved, aufgehoben) by the macro-
community of the politically independent, sovereign nation’.¢ The ‘civil society’ represented
a stage in the development of a metaphysical idea, where the state was the final, end-station
of human development. The role of the civil society’ was to educate the community in
moral norms, and in this way establish a basis for the ethics of the state and for the state’s
final victory.”

The term was reformulated by Marx, and he made it (the bourgeois society), and not the
state the arena for political life and the source of political change, but not against the state,
but in order to take over the state. The civic organisations would disappear after the revolu-
tion of the proletariat, as would the bourgeois society itself. The organisations were primari-
ly regarded as reflections of economic interests, and had therefore no or little independent,
intrinsic value. While Marx had a more reductionistic view than Hegel, both of them did —
as do the present notions — exclude national or cultural characteristics from the notion of
‘civil society’.

One of the most influential theories on the ‘civil society’ was formulated by the Italian
marxist Antonio Gramsci whose revolutionary strategy relied on the concept of such an entity.
He argued that in Italy and in other Western European countries the working class under
communist leadership had a better chance for gaining hegemony within the civil society than
within the national/political arena and when they had achieved that, they could conquer the
political power of the state. For him ‘civil society’ was not identical to bourgeois society; their
organisations had a relative autonomy, both in relation to the state and the market.

During the 1970s, French neo-marxists put forth another view, arguing that both mar-
ket and state were totalitarian systems (Cohen & Arato 1992). This view, in this aspect

d to traditional anarchism, regarded the intrusive' anc.l oppressive role of the state as }r;ot
o who governed the state, but to the institution as such. In ord.er Elo itl’eélgt en
develo independent social activity the role of the_state shou‘l('i be curt,ade InC erma-
E o EIz{aberrnas talked about the state as a coloniser of the ‘lifeworld’. The legitimacy
A was thus questioned from many corners and in many social fields.
pe St;j:r and more recent theory of the role of the civil society, is represented by the new
Corr/?:rllixiita}ianism. In 1993 Amitai Etzioni publ'ishe('i The sz'rz.'t.of Community. Helre hj it;f
forth a programme for turning communitarianism into a political n}o.\ierpznt, pt;jlcies L be
wween what he describes as the authoritarian, extreme right and ‘the civi flgdts 1ac ivist
the left. This in-between position was expressed in the slogan: .Freel 1nd1hv.1 }113}11 s require 3
community - Etzioni had in 1988 published 7he Molm./ Dz_me.m.zon, mﬁv ic i i CHSC::,:I_
the economic model of the rational, interests-maximising individual, the right- aj{zvelo —
fare-state policies and the erosion of local, social networks. In order to counteract a el lﬁ,
ment with increased criminality, social unrest and poverty, the way out was seen as a combr
nation of increased local, social responsibility and publ.lc resources, or to prolpazigiatf1 t T ¢
We' view, or the responsive community, which would give full status both to in ividuals an
their shared union (Etzioni 1988, 8). The societ.y was not ’see'n as a (}:lc.)nstramt c;rite;sr iilrll
opportunity, it was described as ‘us’ (ibid., 9). With Clinton S-VICtOgI-t is c(ci)rn{nrlid farian
movement acquired increased importance. Both Al Gore and Hillary inton Hec a "
selves to be communitarianists, viewing individuals as members of s<})c1.al col ec.tlwes ratd er
than as free-standing beings as does the neoclassical pall.racygm. In Bljltaln a similar }tlren is
detectable; the new leader of the Labour Party, Tony Blair, is strongly influenced by t -Zl same
communitarian movement: the free individual should be supporFed l.)y W g solc't1 net-
work. Hence the slogan of social solidarity, instead gf ‘clatss solidarity’, b%ack io 1 arfltifl,
‘women solidarity’ on the one hand and the stark individualism and market liberalism of the
other hand. o
TOI}}}I:S rtteyrr(I)ln‘zi}:El society’ has not been a ‘universal’ concept, like ‘state’, ‘class’, pﬁlbhc‘ s.ec.—1
tor’, ‘private sector’ etc. The Fontana Dictionary 0f Polthszl.Thoug/ﬂt doesdnotl' avzsilljsl_
society’ as an entry, which can indicate how new this term is in researc.h and po 1c}}17 i e
sions. In Norway, the notion ‘civil society’ has not been common, be it in research, publi
debate or the aid context. The organisations have worked with the state r.a‘ther fthﬁm against
it. The goal of the organisations has mainly been to increase t}'le responsibility of t eE sta;ethe
not to replace or supplement it on a permanent basis vvltbm.a zero-su}in game. hve1850S
organisations opposing the state, such as the labour organisations of Thrane in the A
and Tranmal before and after World War I, did not wish tO'llmlt the role of the stat.e — but
rather to increase it, preferably by taking it over. The qrgamsamons have been more lgll;err}fst—
ed in furthering basically shared goals than in distancing the@selves from the state. N us,
the idea that there is a civil society in need of defence — against the state — has not eez
prominent in Norway. The organisations have generally come to expect public support, an
the state has naturally assumed this role. This state benevolence towards the organisations
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has domlna.ted ever since the establishment of The Royal Norwegian Society for Rural D
Yelopme'tnt in the beginning of the 19th century. The Norwegian form of social and politi ]
integration has shaped the third sector, characterised as a state-oriented sector. The 1iamltll'Cal
dldi?}:or[njy of state versus society has played a marginal role in Norway’s histc;ry. pred
i sn. II:T(]iDP deﬁnmc.)n, quotec? above, i‘s _cl.earlyl influenced by the American-Western
Haxl raws attention to the idea that ‘civil society’ consists of a broad range of orga
isations. .It opposes therefore some of the rhetoric of the ‘new paradigm’. It indicates %hn—
gvﬂ society” is not uniform. It can be regarded as a social space where interests and ideo] .
gles are confr.ontmg cach other; religion against religion, ethnic group against ethnic gro o
capl'tahst against .workers etc. UNDP says that the organisations ‘sometimes’ represen{t; ‘c:)lrl:,
tradlcto'ry soc1?l interests’. Others would argue that it is safe to assert that there always ar-
con'trac.hctory Interests in society, but that the degree of conflict will vary. Civil sociey ore
ganisations are by UNDP defined as organisations caring for ‘environment, gender. hljym -
rights > as UNDP indicates. But what about organisations of racists autho,ritarians’ fundan
ment.al.lsts ar.ld male-chauvinistic interests and groups? It is possible to ’argue that to str;:n thea_
tbe )c1v11 society is therefore never in itself identical with strengthening ‘positive’ or ¢ rog .
sive’ values. Its overall role depends on particular circumstances. e
-, Tﬁf r.he;)r.ic ab(’)upt civil society’ assumes that to strengthen it implies to improve democ-
i oo b o i T e
T : ty’ might increase in an implicit ‘zero-sum’ game,
{) ehstatf‘: is also.weakened. The sphere where the state does not function may be enlarged
bl;;: deerrﬁ; 1; I?;;Z:;ie;c;m suigestl thz.lt this auto.matically strengthens ‘civil society’. This ha;
e Aty desve oping countries as a result of the restructuring policies of
e o strengthen ‘civil society’ might mean that some groups, not seldom at the cost
o exf;r;; :ire.;t(riengthencd. If some groups become very strong compared to other groups
! ple eV_elopment NGOs emerge as a much stronger force than traditional trade
unions, leftlst_ parties mobilising landless farmers, etc.) some people would argue that the
p}?tentlal for impacting government policies on crucial issues is reduced. This also implies
that whether a particular strengthening of civil society is seen as ‘good’ or ‘bad’, d dp
the observer’s value orientations. e
unig; ;051:;1111at1ng. corners of t.he ‘NGO world’ the term has signified progressive, positive,
: , ocratic ideas and interests. There are many examples showing that strengthen-
;Irll% (z}fl NGOS hé'ls weakened the civil society. The special character of international I%GOS
e Oer ;r;te;natlonal NGO channel and its resource transfers, may create artificial organisa-
iy Tn cilmentzzllly affect the balance between internal forces in the society unintention-
! Ziet;bu‘;eb ;Cil918964§z.t}512r:nger NleCt)s may have emerged not as a result of a stronger civil
— acuum left by a weaker, rolled-back state and the funds provided
ger external donor states.
(ifil'tli ;zr(eiilgth of ;he new paradlgm. and.the weakness of alternative development thinking
mise of ) have created a situation where the former’s slogans have conquered the

NGO world, but without being substantiated by empirical research, be it in Africa or Asia.
How useful is this term in parts of Africa? Is it fruitful in Zimbabwe, but not in Sudan or
Rwanda’? And what is the actual role of the development NGOs? To what extent will the
NGO channel’s character as an international social system affect the ‘civil society’ in differ-
ent countries? Research on what NGOs actually have achieved, how they have functioned
and how they have affected developments in the developing countries has come very short,
indeed, not the least because the field has been so enmeshed in ideologies all the time since

it emerged as a force in the beginning of the 1980s.”

NGOs, particularism and sectarian interests

NGOs and development NGOs are increasingly hailed as instruments in this redefinition of
state-society relationships. Here only a few points considered relevant to the state/civil soci-
ety dichotomy will be discussed.

The rolled-back state of the ‘new paradigm’ implies erosion of universalism in welfare
provisions. ‘Particularism’ has often been pointed out as one of the historical and institu-
tional weaknesses of the voluntary sector. As already J. S. Mills said in the last century:
‘Charity almost always does too much or too little; it lavishes bounty in one place, and leaves
people to starve in another’ (Mills 1891, 585). Indeed, one of the prominent features of the
development NGOs is their particularistic, group-oriented approach and strategy. The very
character of the power and role of the organisations prevents them from guaranteeing the
rights of the target group. The demand for guaranteed rights can only be addressed to the
state, and recognition of such rights can only be the responsibility of the state. It is therefore
appropriate to speak of ‘philanthropic particularism’ (for this term, see Salamon 1986) when
discussing development NGOs in relation to the state and to the “civil society’. Develop-
ment NGOs are only a small, often a very small section of the organisational landscape in a
society. They can therefore never aspire to talk on behalf of society or of ‘the people’, or of
‘the popular organisations’. They always talk on behalf of some particular group-interests,
no matter how broad and altruistically formulated their demands are.

NGOS roles vis-a-vis a ‘civil society’ may be different in societies where there is some
kind of common identity and where the rules of the games are basically accepted, and in
societies where they may become vehicles for ethnic chauvinism or localism or for forces
questioning not only the boundaries of the state but also of the ‘civil society’. Comparative
research in European history has shown that a multiplicity of development NGOs in itself is
not a vehicle for achieving a democratic society or a sign of democratic improvement. It can
be, but it does not have to be. Research in developing countries has not substantiated this
theory either (Smith 1990, Tvedt 1994b). More important than the number of NGOs is
their character, strength and mobilising capacities — and not least, their legitimacy, roots
and value orientation in the society. One of the characteristics of the NGO channel is that

external funding from a foreign state might become a liability and a serious Achilles’ heel,
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precisely because it questions the sustainability and support of the organisations in 5 given
society. It might increase the number of organisations, withour strengthening a peoples
capacity to organise itself.

Within the perspective of the dominating NGO language, the NGOs are generally re.
garded as being above ordinary social constraints and developments. The ‘iron law’ of or
ganisations may be wrong, but within the NGO discourse it is as if the theory never had
been formulated. It is also very important to analyse how the NGOS role in ‘civil society’ g
affected by the NGO leaders, who in some areas form a new and very influential sociy]
group, belonging to the middle class in general, but representing an elite in the society ag
compared to the marginalised areas and the poor. This new elite represents an organisation,
often run in a paternalistic way, they are often on good terms with the leadership of the state
and not the least, with the international donor community. Besides which, they are of course
proficient in English and in the global jargon of the international NGO channel, But whereas
historians on colonialism have grappled with the crucial question — how did colonialism
affect the post-independence leadership of these states — the NGO discourse is mute on a
similar issue: Will the NGO channel create laissez-faire entrepreneurs, citizens with commu-
nity responsibility or strongmen with a particularistic outlook — in the long run?

In parts of the NGO community (not least in Norway) it is common to equate NGOs
with popular forces, the poor etc. Another view holds that NGOs are representing elite
interests (Arnove 1980; Coockson & Persell 198 5), i.e. that the people-centred ideology is a
sort of rhetorical camouflage. In this perspective charity is seen as a form of regressive redis-
tribution, where the rich exchange domination for prestigious charity activities,
which enhances their social status and thus maintains and legitimises existing
tures. Far from representing democratic ideals and the interests of the poor,
NGOs can be fronts for seeking personal gain. It is possible to interpret foreign
NGO communities as representing elite interests, exchanging richness for legitimacy in a
chain of interlinked dependencies, with the role and impact of basically maintaining status
quo. Some argue that the multi-level NGO network contributes to the paralysis of social and
political action. This has been a criticism of the successful service-providing NGOs in Bang-
ladesh. Lowi (1969) and Olson (1982) argue that private associations have this effect in
Western welfare states, i.e. that far from contributing to democracy they contribute to paral-
ysis of political action. In analyses of the ‘crises of the welfare state’ it is said that states
maintain legitimacy by delegating more and more functions to the non-profit voluntary
sector. It is thus also possible to regard their growth and mushrooming as a sign of the crisis
in legitimacy of the state. Since in developing countries it is not the state, but often the
donors, that delegate services and therefore also power to the NGOs, the states’ legitimacy
might in some cases be maintained, but in other cases undermined without a parallel strength-

ening of the ‘civil society’. The neo-liberal viewpoint may both be in line with or oppose this
description of NGOs.

an exchange
power struc-
development
and national

p'state-centred Theory

<
ies 1 i e ‘New
ate in developing countries is a fundamental premise for th

Ih: g . . . . . .
d [) It fl()]ll ile I ]d CX[)aIISIOIl ()fthe state ()rganlsatl()n mn
t ap
Cot CSIII]alge a.
1gm ina d. It
I ara g

Latin i i i tate leaders in
Am ica Asia and Africa during the last generanon. In thlS pel‘l(id, S ; e
1 l’l. 0 lr]n : av, i ’ y y vi (= strategles (0]
r ; i ; state b trying to orier vial
1 1 et to bulld a nation f ,l) . 11—
o . SW i €S I'UICS. I he state
Poap]ylla e at lafge and in people and CthnlC groups OVC-I' .tO the stat 1 ) y
bu d ncg I'te in some plaCCS tOOk over thC COIOHIQ_I admlmstratlve system, C.I] a getd and
b”. ']]p eHI\I) \% )4 W WEV wing state appa-
11 1 ] ressive militar power. One ShOllld not, howe €r1, €qlla1t1€ a ng g -y 5 :
ilt ncl ability to ge i iti wi h redominance. 1S state politic }12
us a ili g d Of opposmon 1th state p [ h ' : A
b harac Ieh ; pt i, iti whi \4 i on institution-
> ns i d as atron-dient pOhthS, thh has had dﬁ astatlng CH:SCtS' : e
e s i i i i rea key to increased pOhth&l part1c1pa—
b 1d1ﬂg Since most theOflCS agree that nstitutions a:
ul .

1s a pIObleIIl tllat IIlally countries, CSpCClaH'y mn Sub"Sa}laIan Afrlca, ha\/e lela“\/e y
n, 1

4 income farmers and the city elites.

few effective institutional linkages betvls'reer} the rglral, low—Il e eroncs et
d that the elite is unable to co ang 1
ther school has argue ' : : P
/}1110 induce support and reinforce rational behaviour. This hals led hto au - (i)uc
by i itics i icy that is counte -
= by Organsky called ‘syncratic politics’ (Organski 1965),a po 11C({:y ounten:
itics ' s Fo ‘
- ’both in strengthening the state, creating development or bui mg.;ﬂpmle SR
e e o ’
- As there are different notions of the ‘civil society’ and its poter(;t.l o ) i oo
S The ‘new paradigm’ has mo
i i bout the role of states. The p
rse, also different ideas a ! . rad g T
zou loped in the West. There the history of state/society relations in importa e fe o has
velo : : ane
:l:( pn a different aspect than in many (far from all) developing coulntne ‘ th; b
nips isi i € parts o -
omni ence of a strong state is much more visible and real than in arge p i ol e s
omnipres : ' ° pars
calledpdeveloping world. This is especially so in some (zlf ;I}é)g countrlreking ere Western
lan- te s are wo
t of the Norwegian-suppor in
o s e iti ights activists etc., face a
i the human rights a 3
i te-builders, the opposition, etc.s !
ran Africa). Both the sta tists ., face
ery different world, but they, and the NGOs may learn to develop.new mpinacions o
; sa
pol}ifcies from a detailed analysis of the many facets of European experience e Sli)mply <
i ion i European sequence
i i A question is whether the
in the developing countries.
repeated in these new states. . o i
pBelow I will briefly present a state-centred theory which may indicate st ol the igues
i ras
hat a comprehensive NGO strategy has to take into account. Asa coz i
parad i i ted. The m -
i O issue will be presen
igm’ ts with relevance to the NG .
R ies i i ding to this perspective, weak states rather
lem in developing countries in general is, according : S i e S
han weak societies, i.e. that the emergence of stronger states is a preconditio
than w T
ing ‘civil societies’. . et e
gTh' erspective will emphasise that most states in, for example, sub 51}11 ) -
p in problem in sec
still in aEtate-building phase. It is based on an argument that a main [t) ablem. o Seesng
i i manage to ta .
the long run is that states - W
development and democracy in is th : age (o ke contro. Fhere
tates fre at loggerheads with ethnic groups, kinship, particularistic orient d org
s




strongmen or localised sentiments, neither living standards nor ‘civil society’ can improve iy
the long run.

States differ, as do of course NGOs and third sectors/ civil societies. They represent
different elite interests and economic and political interests. This perspective is, however,
less interested in the character of the state or the question of the autonomy of the state, thap
in the strength of the state. The strength of a state is seen as a continuum in which states va
in their ability to enforce the rules of the game. The states’ social control has been described
as the ‘ability to appropriate resources for particular purposes and to regulate people’s daily
behaviour” (Migdal 1988, 261). Without a tremendous concentration of social control, stron
states cannot develop, Migdal argues. The following is a short presentation of his theory.

Migdal argues that the rapid extension of the world market from the Jate 1850s through

World War I led to a fundamental penetration of the world economy to all parts of society.
This eroded existing foundations of social control. Migdal says that several factors worked
against the creation of conditions for the emergence of strong states in the non-European
world.” In Latin America and in societies that escaped formal colonial rule altogether, the
alliance of European merchants and indigenous strongmen limited the ability of state lead-
ers to concentrate social control. Key players in the expanding world economy channelled
resources into societies selectively, allowing for the strengthening of ‘caciques, effendis, cau-
dillos, landlords, kulak-type rich peasants, moneylenders’, and others. Through credit, ac-
cess to land and water, protection, bullying, and numerous other means, ‘strongmen’ were
able to hinder efficient state control across the societies, and the existing survival strategies
could be maintained. British colonial policies favoured in many places the emergence of
new or renewed strongmen, and often led to the re-establishment of fragmented social con-
trol. State rulers have thereafter faced the legacy of such fragmented social control which has
continued to constrain state-building efforts. Once established, Migdal argues, ‘a fragment-
ed distribution of social control has been difficult to transform. State leaders could not easily
dismiss conflicting sets of rules in society. Their central problem has been in political mobi-
lization of the population’ (Migdal 1988, 263).

States and ‘strongmen’

The effects of society on the state — that is, ‘the impact of fragmented social control and the
consequent ruler’s dilemma on political style and state preferences in distributing resources
have been monumental’ (Migdal 1988, 264). Fragmentation of social control and the diffi-
culties in political mobilisation have led to a pathological style at ‘the apex of the state’. It is
this feature that has led to ‘the politics of survival’ characterising many elite groups in soci-
eties with weak states (Migdal 1988, 264). State leaders in such states have destroyed the
very apparatus of the state that could have achieved the goal of mobilisation. The state
leaders have used a variety of techniques to deal with major power centres in society, includ-
ing co-optation and allocation of huge amounts of state resources to such centres.

At times state leaders have allowed power centres to grow, inside or.outside the state
.ation, because they have felt they could not do without the.serwce.s these centres
OB o le, as Migdal mentions, security and wealth from industrial production,
p ro.Vlde ko e)t(:): ps:r’oztllg NéOs providiné necessary services). The risks to the leaders have
o ™ Ce(jirlllced’ however, since allowing them to grow may, in the case of NGOs, imply
- l‘)e}f'n : others ,With a political platform. Such centres outside the state may supply, and
iﬁ:;sd;nfupply, more highly valued services' tha.n does the state. Th?l.dile.rnma of tl;iecst:(tf
leaders thus still remains. This results in Vac1ll:jtt10n and unPredlctabl ity ;n sta;e E{o }lfl ©
ward powerful agencies and organisations inside and outside the stat;. Fa}tlel eaders e
accommodated power centres, but they hav? 2.1180 qeveloped trade-offs wit h ess I;c;\:lvz:ed !
strongmen. In exchange for resources and minimal interference, str((i)ngmercl1 ave ; roured s |
‘modicum of social stability’. The strongmen of the NGO world do not eEeE e
resources since they usually get funds from abroad. Due to the characte; o (ti e resz)ilii ‘
transfer they are not forced to accommodate statc': leaders (although Fhey }(1) tEI‘lN 0), an rLlld
to their level of activities and support (from foreign donors, embassies, (t1 e hsystem i !
the local people) they can capture lower levels of the state. Most NGOs do not have ergzttir
power to represent a serious form of fragmented socgl control. But as a group — c;lr er,
when conceived as collective agent for the ‘new para(.ilgm — they.ofterll possess suc hpovs;he.
This might make the strengthening of state power difficult, especially in soc1letlesfwh ere ‘ ‘
state is not able, in spite of its apparent omnipresence, to make operative rules of the gam
in the society.

o %lepxlz:hl:le issue oft}t’he state-society relations and the actual 'role of NGO.S has }llaec;)rﬁe
very ideologised — especially in the wake of the political and ideological Fnlumfp ho( t .el
liberal democracies in the West. To assess the role of NGOs and the potentia ; of the c1vl1
society’ etc., will require both in-depth case studies and brF)ad compar.aFWfl: stud ies, nacl>t ;Ee}i
examining formal aspects of organisations, but also focusing i e iln alctlj. ; e
society relations. In spite of the fact that people talk a.bout an ‘associationa revci LC11 1onb
that the NGO channel in aid has grown at a very rapid speed, the actual knowledge about
what has taken place or is going on is very scanty indeed.

Norwegian Policy on NGOs

How does Norway’s policy fit into this framework? The p.oli§y whi;h aims at 1nﬂuencglg
relations between the state and the civil society by way of aid, in particular through NG sCi
has been outlined in major reports to the Storting, particularly. in 1984 (Repor)t N(zi 30) a}il
1992 (Report No. 51). What roles were attributed to .NGOS in these rePorts. Arll tfodw ;it
extent did the basic philosophy underpinning this policy — and the Partlcular role of devel-
opment assistance — change between 1984 and 1992? 1 W.IH start \.mth th‘e 1984 RePOE;L
The 1984 Report was of course formulated in a very different ideological context. The
old state-centred theories had come under attack, but not so much because they were state-



centred but because the new states did not meet the expectations, and had to be reformed by
popular, marginal strata in society. Report No. 36 (1984-85) put great emphasis on the role
of organisations in creating democracy and economic development: Through the organisa-
tion of small groups society would be democratised, and the mobilisation of small groups to
active participation was described as a prerequisite for a sound and self-sustaining process of
development.

Consequently, popular participation through the support of NGOs was perceived as
something more than just a method for the implementation of a project, although it repre-
sented that as well: It was underlined that the Government would give priority to popular
participation in development work and choose ‘forms of aid and implementing agencies’
that are ‘in accordance with this aim’ (p. 34). In addition, this aim was described as a main
strategy for the furtherance of democratic development. It was in the course of the work for
the political and economical organisation of groups that internal structural changes might
take place. The strategy was formulated as a general rule: ‘If the groups organise in their
work for their rights, this will be an element of democratisation in the internal affairs of 2
country’ (p. 23).

This description of the role of organisations in furthering democracy was no duplication
of the parliamentarian, representative democracy in Norway. On the contrary, this process
of democratisation had few traits common with the history of democracy in Norway, which
at large can be said to have been a struggle for participation in the governing of the state. The
development of democracy has been closely connected to the process of nation building and
the entry of the various classes on the national political arena. As a result, democracy has
been associated with forms of central government, and its development with the struggle of

the citizens for the democratic right of influencing the state’s decisions through negotiations
in Parliament.

NGO and democracy in developing countries

The Report’s approach to democracy in developing countries was of a totally different char-
acter. It was not concerned with state formations or national assemblies. This does not imply
that it was unaffected by European experiences. The experience it referred to was, however,
confined to the period after the emergence of the industrial state, a period in which the
relation between state and civil society has been at the centre of attention in the West.

The strategy’s perception of democracy was in many ways similar to a pluralist participa-
tory model. This doctrine is tightly connected to the expansion of the industrial state in the
carly 20th century. The demand for participation might be viewed as a reaction to the
increased power of and presence of the state. The aim was to defend various interest groups
in society from excessive use of state power. The underlying ideology was based on a belief
that the groups were inherently representative, as opposed to the nature of the state. The
model as described in this Report — and which should be applicable for organisation build-
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constituted not only the social system and the societal order, b‘ut also the groups’ soct y
political consciousness. The strategy related to a different reaht.y than many of the targeted
groups lived under. Such groups do not primarily show affection toa socmlljl category; a;l :
they do not act as one either. The strategy .does not reflect on Fhe d1ff}elre.nc;: etweenh(zcil ™
ising people whose primary solidarity is orlented.towards religious, et al1r111ca ,.fleogra[:onomic
kinship and people who have developed consciousness about mutual social or e
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aid is a kind of gift economy with, at least in local ferms, enormous amountf‘ of money
involved, it manipulates local elite formations with projects and. means, and 'n}elw }el 1tceis' fi)merfcei
through the newly created organisations on the basis of their control with the 15; g{;;
resources. What characterises the new elite that emerges through the. aid projects: ac;
historical role will it play? The local administrators whom the colon.lal powers e.duca;e
became the new leaders in the newly independent states. What role will t.he emerging e }ite
play in the work for national unity, consolidation and d?velopmcnt:> \Whlle. thT R}elportf as
critical remarks about the elite that grew up during colonial rule a.nd immediately therea te;i
it has no reflective attitude to the new elite established through a.ld and the support }:)f 'lo.c.
organisations. Social groups are created through aid work, oft'en in contexts wh;re the 121}1_
ative comes from above and abroad. Groups do not necessarily already exist beforehan
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indeed the Report states that they should be organised. Experiences so far indicate that the
groups often dissolve after the aid workers depart, or the funds are stopped.

The role of the NGOs and the image of developing countries

Implicitly this model presupposes that there is a state to make demands on. This presuppo-
sition is baseless. Many states still fight to justify their supremacy, indeed their sovereignty
over other institutions — especially ethnic groups and religious societies. The principle of
state sovereignty over competing domestic institutions, which emerged in European state
theory and political practice in the 18th century, is not accepted in all developing countries.
Thus there is no consensus on what constitutes the national arena where political conflicts
concerning the power of the state can take place. Influential groups in society may not only
question a particular government’s right to govern. They question the legitimacy of any
government to rule, since the state formation itself is regarded as illegal or an artificial con-
struction.

The model of participation in the Report does not limit itself to furtherance of the ideal
of a balance between the state and the society through the modification of the state’s power.
“Local participation’, ‘popular participation’ and ‘active mobilisation’ are presented as a means
for the establishment of counter-power for the ‘furtherance of political and social demands’
(p. 89), to ‘disclose decisions that compromise the interests of the poor’ (p. 89), and to
strengthen their ‘ability to further their interests’ (p. 23). Hence, the objective is counter-
power against the elite, the state and the interests of the bureaucracy. This popular participa-
tion is not seen as possible stages in a process of national integration and consolidation. In
the Report, ‘people’ should be interpreted as contrary to the state, and the organisations as
contrary to state authority. The popular organisations are also collectors of deviating atti-
tudes and actions in relation to the state — but still, as we shall see, agencies for participa-
tion in relation to aid. The importance of creating national consensus concerning the basic
rules of the game and the borders of the ‘arend’, recedes into the background compared to
the conflict and counter-power perspective.

Most developing countries have not established the strong, well-developed bureaucracy
and state apparatus that Norway has, i.e. they lack the ability to counter the partial and
limited interests of interest organisations. Nonetheless, the Norwegian government furthered
a policy that at home it warned against and feared the consequences of. Populist ideas were
very popular in parts of the Norwegian population, particularly during the seventies. It is,
however, surprising that the conservative coalition during the eighties promoted an extreme
populist strategy in the developing countries. It emphasised popular participation rather
than bureaucratic professionalisation. There is no trace of Weberian admiration of the na-
tional and state bureaucracies as institutions that can and should educate the self-interested
people in ‘moral behaviour’ and as a potential negotiator and mediator between conflicting
interests.

The Report did not discuss whether the poor in rural Africa or Asia might have de-
mands, ideas or policy opinions conflicting with a sustainable, sound and just development
of their society. Although the Norwegian population has experiencec.i a rather. long process
of political socialisation, a high level of education and broad access to 1.nf0rmat)10n, c.lalms of
{ack of national responsibility and ‘group politics are the Norwegian states main argu-
ments against interest organisations in Norway. In developing countries, where the dis-
course about common interests, either on a state- or a class-based level, is often undevel-
oped, the Norwegian state did not acknowledge that this prob.lem exists. .

To support the development of representative parliamentarian democracy was not a pri-
ority objective in the Report. On the contrary, it encourages negligence of national assem-
blies and governments in order to enter into direct co-operation with organised interests.
Thus organisations in society may be strengthened at the expense of representative democ-
racy at the state level. As a general model this vision of democracy is incompatible with
parliamentarism, which is per se indirect and representative. The perspective of the strategy
was of course not against parliamentarism, rather the contrary, but the difficult and impor-
want relation between direct and indirect democracy was represented in such a way as to
make direct democracy the most important method to democratise society.

Tt was ‘primary democracy’, and not the ‘committee democracy’ or representative de-
mocracy that at this time was presented as the Norwegian state’s ideal for the developing
countries. Little is said about aid to development of national institutions, and not a word
about helping the economic and administrative problems of national assemblies. The gener-
al attitude indicates that the ideal lies close to Rousseau: The legitimate authority is the
people’s when assembled for deliberation. Where he talked about ‘city state’, the Report’s
focus was rural rather than urban, directed at the town rather than the city.

But — based on recent historical experience — under what conditions does a society
have ‘sufficient’ participation in order to maintain a level of democracy without introducing
sources of cleavage which will undermine both the cohesion of the society and the little
democracy that exists? The belief that a very high level of participation is always good for
democracy has proved to be invalid. The problem is much more complicated than the Re-
port made it out to be, and therefore also the role of the NGOs. If the claim that lack of
fundamental ‘primary consensus’ is one of Africa’s most important problems is still appro-
priate, how could NGOs operate?

The role of the NGOs and the image of aid

Furthermore, the slogan ‘popular participation” has an important limitation in relation to
aid itself. ‘Participation’ means to take part in. In the Report this is implicitly defined as
taking part in the donors’ activities. The mobilisation of the population is necessary for the
recipients to feel responsibility for the projects. The method is not intended to create coun-
ter-power, let alone is it indicated that the power of the donors shall be shared with, or taken
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over by, the local people or the recipient state. The picture painted is a scenario of the 4jq
administrators and the local population ‘hand in hand’ as a counter-power to the nation,]
bureaucracy and state administration. In consequence the Report allots the aid bureaucracy,
as opposed to the national bureaucracy, solid attention as a party to the case rather than ap
impartial expert. The strategy is not against the state as such, since the donor state is benev-
olent but the recipient state less so, and therefore could and should be circumvented.

This model creates a problem of accountability that is left without consideration. [t is
generally acknowledged that a main problem in many developing countries’ democratic
evolution is to establish a political-administrarive system and a political culture that make
the bureaucracy and administration accountable to its people. The direct cooperation be-
tween the aid organisations and the local NGOs wil] casily create a structure thar is charac-
terised by lack of accountability. This collaboration between aid experts and bureaucrats
that report to another country and local interest groups will make it difficult to establish the
accountability of various actors in policy articulation and formation. The Report adopted a
policy where formal responsibility might deviate radically from factual responsibility. The
model did not consider that experts may stand on the outside of the formal government of
the state, but at the same time govern.

It is claimed that an organisational society breeds the ‘Organisational Man’. The Report
seems to reflect this Organisational Man’s recipe for democratisation and development, inde-
pendent of whether the recipients live in an organisational society or in a ‘traditional’ rural
village where formal organisations are not part of that tradition. The problem is not regarded
as very relevant, because the aid channel will overcome these limitations, as time goes by.

To what extent were these perspectives carried into the 1990s? Report No. 51 (1991-92)
paid much more attention to support of the state and state institutions. Only three and a
half page in a document of 279 pages dealt specifically with NGO support, although the
channel was responsible for more than 25 per cent of Norwegian bilateral aid. In many ways
the Report represented a shift in orientation and emphasis in a more ‘state-friendly’ direc-
tion. On the other hand the Report argued that a challenge for the 1990s would be to
handle the ongoing redistribution of tasks between the public and the private sector. The
government declared that, in this situation, the ‘NGOs may enter an even more important
role’ (p. 235). At the same time it was of great importance for this new role to be ‘integrated
into the authorities’ administration’. The organisations in the co-operating countries are
described as ‘channels for support to increased pluralism, strengthened democracy and the

defence of human rights’. It was underlined that Tocal and regional organisations will be
central in this respect’.

The role of Norwegian NGOs

The Report further stated that the government wished ‘to underline the important and
positive role’ played by Norwegian NGOs in Norwegian aid, and that it would uphold ‘an
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the population’. The trade union movement is described as particularly important in “de-
fending human rights and in the development of democracy’. The development of NGOy
will happen ‘through a process that emerges from ‘below’, i.e. through the population itself %
However, it is most ‘important that the authorities in developing countries stimulate thjg
process. Not only must the freedom of opinion and expression, and the freedom to organise,
be secured, but the public administration must develop a system that incorporates properly
the opinions of the organisations in civil society’ (p. 216).

On the other hand, the Norwegian government underlines the importance of the state i
the recipient countries. The relations to the recipient government ‘are essential in any kind
development effort’, and it has been an important principle for Norwegian aid that it shall
be recipient-oriented. This means that such aid shall be included in the recipient country’s
plans and priorities’ (this is historically not correct, but it underlines the change of direc-
tion). The Report criticises that ‘donors have in many cases started to operate alongside the
national administration’, because it is important that the countries themselves ‘take respon-
sibility for their own development, both when it comes to planning and implementation,
An integration of development efforts in the countries’ own plans is the only way to secure
that the recipient countries’ authorities obtain control over their own development, and that
they take responsibility for the choices that they make’ (see p. 220-221).

Conclusion

The strategy in Report No. 36 (1984-85) was very pro-NGO’ and gave them an important
role in social, economic and political developments, but not as representatives of the ‘civil
society’ against the state, but rather as representatives of the people, perhaps in opposition
and pethaps not in opposition to the state. The important point was who and what these
organisations represented, not that they formed part of a ‘Privatisation’ policy, a strengthen-
ing of the ‘third sector’ or of a communitarian movement. It had few links to the ‘new
paradigm’ of the 1990s.

Report No. 51 (1991-92) was influenced by the ‘new paradigm’ in some core terms. It
distanced itself from the dichotomous perspective inherent in the ‘new paradigm’ and under-
lined the importance of strengthening the state and the state’s responsibility of strengthening
the organisations in a society. The Report has few linkages to the ‘zero-sum’ perspective inher-
ent in the paradigm. The NGOs are described not as the saviours or as a leading force in an
associational revolution but as important actors within a country strategy, formulated by the
recipient government. At the same time NGOs are attributed a number of positive and general
characteristics, as if they, asa group, have important comparative advantages to other sectors or
institutions in society. At the same time the Report is clear, compared to the Report from
1984, about what is meant by good, supportable organisations,

The effect of Norwegian NGOs and the activities of the Norwegian state when it comes
to influencing future organisational societics and cultures, should not be underestimated,
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