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Session:  Civ i l  society and donor demands

Local vs global civil society: Religious 

backlash against NGOs in Bangladesh

Manzurul Mannan

Civil society is considered an important constitutive element of the 
development discourse as it nurtures “a vibrant life world of symbols and 
solidarities” (Anderson 1996, p 112). The concept of civil society is largely 
understood in relation to the role of a competitive market economy and 
a government’s responsibility to manage the state.  It opens space for the 
role of citizens to maintain the quality of their institutions by making 
them responsible. Some attributes of civil societies include the functio-
ning of a vigorous voluntary sector or NGOs, a free press, democratic 
processes, change of government by free elections and entrenched rights. 

Global civil society  

In the context of global development, Western civil societies operate with 
increasing influence alongside multiple partner NGOs in the South. The 
partnership between the West and South forms a fluid intermediate civil 
society, which operates on a global scale beyond national boundaries. This 
civil society has its own “scholars, consultants, activists, and policy analysts 
that influences policy making in national governments, international 
agencies, and nongovernmental organizations” (Jenkins 2002, p 250).

The Global Civil Society (GCS) takes shape by incorporating Western 
civil societies, intermediate civil society and NGOs into its frame. Inter-
national agencies, donors and lenders have turned their attention to the 
idea of civil society in order to bypass the state and directly assist NGOs. 
The NGOs in the South are an extension of the West. The UN System 
of National Accounts considers an organisation that receives more than 
50 percent of its income from a governmental source to be effectively a 
part of government. In this sense, most NGOs in developing countries 
which receive funds from bilateral donors – and even those channelled 
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through Western NGOs – should not arguably be recognised as NGOs 
at all, but rather as donor government institutions (Tvedt 1998).

The GCS has a global policy language, which seeks consensus and 
equality, and shapes development assumptions (Arce and Fisher 2003). 
Despite diverse social, cultural, political, and economic settings around 
the world, NGOs frequently seek to talk the same language and follow 
similar development agendas. The global policy language is influenced 
by transcultural values like gender equality, good governance, human 
rights or rights-based approaches, environmental sustainability, and 
market capitalism; these sets of values are universal and not negotiable. 
The development policy language also constructs ideas of development 
abnormalities like ‘the poor’, ‘the malnourished’, ‘the illiterate’, ‘pregnant 
women’, ‘the landless’, which it would then treat or reform. The emphasis 
on global policy language also nurtures two hegemonic views. In the first, 
developing countries are shown as low on the scale of progress by which 
societies are mapped (Tucker 1999). In the second, many development 
pundits speculate that people in non-Western societies exist without 
history and with a diminished culture. 

Local civil society

The GCS operates through NGOs in the South. For example in Bangla-
desh, NGOs claim to operate in over 90 percent of the 69,000 villages, 
benefiting 35 percent of the population.  Currently, around 1,300 NGOs 
receive 14 percent of the total foreign aid. Around 30 NGOs receive 
approximately 80 percent of all funds, 60 percent of which goes to the 
eight largest NGOs. 

An important distinction is made between NGOs that receive inter-
national capital and local civil society (LCS) organisations that do not. 
LCS mobilises and relies on local resources. Without this distinction, an 
NGO claim to be part of local civil society could prove elusive. 

 Historically, two forms of LCS have evolved in Bangladesh. Firstly, 
modern civil society organisations such as Anjuman-e-Mofidhul Islam or 
Shansha Ziaul Huq Complex of Maizbhandar. They raise funds from local 
resources to deliver welfare to the poor. Secondly, in rural areas the so 
called samaj acts as civil society. The samaj upholds a moral order which 
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acts as a compelling force on its members. In recent history, membership 
in a samaj has been seen to be more enduring than that in a state. Each 
village has one or more samaj that are as old as the villages themselves. 
The samaj plays roles in disaster management (for example by mitigating 
flood effects), constructing bridges, mosques, schools, protecting the 
poor from hunger etc. 

Shaping the conflict

NGO intervention has brought about structural changes in the villages. 
NGOs form exclusive ‘women-only groups’ to carry out their activities 
related to micro-credit programs, education, health, advocacy and human 
rights, bringing certain changes to household relations. To keep control 
of the women groups, NGOs use empowerment ideology. For example, 
in micro credit programs, empowerment embraces a political economy 
that uses the culture of shame in a subtle way to exert pressure on women 
to repay the borrowed money to NGOs. In most cases, as women form 
groups, they do so by recruiting female kin which in turn gives rise to 
matri-focal groups, a new phenomenon. These matri-focal groups appear 
to be supportive of activities of NGOs, but in the process women are 
transformed into small scale commodity producers for NGOs. 

The formation of ‘women-only-groups’ could also be interpreted as 
an attempt to create parallel organisations to the male dominated samaj 
(Mannan 2010). NGO staff mobilises women from a situation of ‘private 
patriarchy’ controlled by males to that of a ‘public patriarchy’ controlled 
by NGOs. In other words, the lives of women become the subject of 
struggle between capitalist patriarchs and Islamic patriarchs. Capitalist 
patriarchs operate through NGOs and international organisations, while 
religious patriarchs operate through traditional social structures, mosques, 
local power structures, etc. As a result, a women’s group is looked upon 
with suspicion by the social and religious elite and considered a threat 
to local agnatic ideology.

The struggle between NGOs and the religious elite to control the lives 
of women generates tensions and conflicts. On the one hand, NGOs want 
to further their development agendas, believing them to be of benefit 
to the poor, and on the other hand, religious leaders see the NGOs as a 
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threat to the legitimacy of Islam.  The NGO approach to development is 
interpreted by some Muslims as an effort to ‘de-Islamise’ poor men and 
women.  The de-Islamisation is a process that seeks to undermine the 
Islamic faith, belief, values etc of poor men and women by arguing that 
Islam cannot free them from either exploitation or their abject poverty. 
It is believed that once women are de-Islamised, it should become easier 
to convert them to Christianity.1  

Hybrid culture

The deep reason of conflict and tension, however, lies elsewhere. The 
massive development activities through implementation of projects create 
the conditions for a hybrid culture, which has two dimensions.  Firstly, 
when NGOs adopt global policy language, this results in a synthesis of 
the contradictory: values of Western agency (individualism, equality, 
market, etc) clash with Bangladeshi rural cultural life (community, 
hierarchy, subsistence, etc). In this hybrid environment, actors engaged 
in development adhere neither to old values nor to new ones. Secondly, 
the global policy can be at odds with local understanding, so conflicts 
arise as intentions differ (Mannan 2010). 

NGOs have always found it difficult to understand the hybrid culture 
of Bangladesh and the processes of social change. The confusion and 
conflict fume in the gap between the religious ideology and economic 
reality. Moulavis (religious priest) spread hybrid stories and fictions to 
invoke ‘dharma vhiti’ (fear of religion) and many people believe in such 
stories. The success of moulavis in agitating the rural folk lies in their 
diagnosis of peoples’ popular belief system. 

Religious leaders spread stories and rumours in order to implant the 
idea that the enigmatic NGOs, with support from the Western Christian 
world, are polluting and jeopardising Islam. As a result, the poor will 
be unable to carry out their Islamic duties and daily prayers, which will 
have at detrimental effect on their future in this world and the hereafter. 

The problem is that while NGOs continue to impress by an exogenous 
model of civil society, moulavis continue to misinterpret and fictionalise 
Islam in order to oppose NGOs. The poor, and especially poor women, 
helplessly witness that their two patrons – religious leaders and NGOs – are 
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engaged in a confrontation. Perhaps, both development practitioners and 
moulavis gain from such a tension and conflict, but it is the poor peasants 
who suffer the most. The sufferings of poor men and women encourage 
them to launch “resistance either in defence of threatened religious values, 
or to punish violations of sacred space, or in anticipation of the imminent 
establishment of God’s kingdom on earth” (Copland 2006, p 123).

Note

1.  Women are traditionally considered as active bearers of religion.
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