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‗Securitised Development‘ in a ‗Statist‘ Regime: Problems & 

Prospects for Civil Society (Re)construction in Pakistan 
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Abstract 

This paper, while problematizing the idea of ‗civil society‘ in Pakistan‘s context, 

reflects on challenges posed to NGOs in a regime which has been often described 

as ‗securitised development‘ or ‗security-for-development‘ regime. We argue 

that although in the aftermath of 9/11, Pakistan has attracted significant 

financial assistance from a number of international actors and governments of 

developed countries, it has nonetheless increasingly taken on the characteristics 

of ‗security-for-development‘ regime. Thus, the implicit and explicit transposition 

of ‗development‘ with security agenda has not only complicated issues 

surrounding NGOs‘ accountability in increasingly volatile circumstances, it has 

also especially made it almost impossible for them to effectively form or 

transform ‗civil society‘ in the rural areas. Since, for foreseeable future the 

geopolitical dynamics and after-effects of war on terror are likely to keep 

Pakistan volatile in political and security terms, we argue that unless drastic 

policy change occurs, NGOs‘ grassroots activities are not likely to have 

constructive outcomes for democratisation and building civil society in Pakistan. 

Keywords: NGOs, Civil Society, Democratisation, Securitised Development, Social 

Capital 

Introduction 

Roughly around the time of 9/11, a World Bank report on Pakistan put its development 

dilemmas thus: 

[Pakistan is] the world's third largest recipient of official development assistance, 

lagging only India and Egypt. … [it] received $58 billion in aid [in 1995 $ 

terms], including 22 IMF and World Bank adjustment loans, and considerable 

bilateral assistance from the United States and other countries. … if the $58 

billion in development assistance provided to Pakistan between 1960 and 1999 

had been invested during this time to yield a moderate real return of 6%, it would 

have grown into assets equal to $239 billion in 1998 … . Instead, this debt now 
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stands at 92 per cent of GDP, and is in and of itself a constraint on growth 

(World Bank, 2002: 2-14). 

It appears that we should add NGOs to the list of this obituary of development as well. 

While quite a sizeable amount of literature has already critiqued Pakistani NGOs for their 

limitations in bringing development and equality at the grassroots (c.f. Bano, 2008b; 

2008b; 2012; Owais et al., 2015), but this paper particularly focuses on the characteristics 

of the Pakistani regime that has evolved in post-9/11 context to highlight the significance 

of ‗securitisation‘ of development as its major characteristic affecting NGOs potential to 

strengthen and transform civil society. Rooted in the academic debates on ‗human 

security‘ in the 1990s, the notion of ‗securitisation of development‘ became especially 

prominent after 9/11 when many donors and international (development) actors 

apparently placed ‗security‘ ahead of vital development needs in the global south. This 

paper while reflecting on the evolving state and role of NGOs in civil society and 

democratisation adds to ‗security-for-development‘ literature by arguing that while as in 

many other developing countries a large number of Pakistani NGOs have gradually failed 

citizens‘ trust and confidence – and, therefore, could not help in transforming or 

strengthening civil society – they have been especially curtailed by the security agenda of 

the donors. The paper is divided into two major sections. Firstly, we briefly and 

comprehensively review literature on the nexus between NGOs, civil society and 

democratisation. Following from this, we particularly highlight the challenges and 

predicaments of NGOs that they have been facing in post-9/11 environment. 

NGOs, Civil Society and Democratisation: Clarifying Relational Boundaries 

Since the centralisation and abuse of political and economic power is one of the major 

problems of developing countries (Kuzwe, 2008), NGOs could potentially play a 

democratising role on many fronts as 

… [counter to flaws] in the functioning of government machinery (red-tapism, 

apathy, collusion with vested interests, deliberate delay in decision making or its 

implementation et cetra) … [they could] … facilitate ‗participatory 

management‘, encourage local initiative, maintain link with grassroots, reach the 

poor effectively, promote participation, react to any calamity immediately, 

remain accountable and cost effective, emphasise sustainability, remain 

responsive and committed to the cause of people, perform with greater efficiency 

and dedication and the like (Ghosh, 2009: 234; see also, Edwards and Hulme, 

1995).  

In liberal terms – which is often used in Western discourse on state and civil society 

(Mercer, 2002) – democracy can be taken as a condition where a community exercises 

self-determination by taking decisions to shape their lives jointly ‗… with equal rights 

and opportunities of participation and without arbitrarily imposed constraints on debate‘ 

(Scholte, 2002: 285). Thus defined, following (Sørensen, 2008), it can be said that in a 
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society characterised by democratisation we will find increasing political participation or 

liberalisation as well as inclusiveness. NGOs can potentially perform various roles 

ranging from merely as substitute for government services to operating as watchdog to 

organise common people for ‗rightful‘ actions against state and market injustices (Taylor, 

2010).  

Perhaps the appropriate way to make the relationship clear is by citing Mercer‘s (2002) 

review of literature on the relationship between NGOs, civil society and democratisation 

in developing countries. Mercer (2002: 8-9) identifies three central arguments in NGOs‘ 

role in democratisation and strengthening of civil society. Firstly, being autonomous 

NGOs are considered to pluralise the institutional arena. The more and diverse they are, 

the greater the opportunity for a variety of people to voice their concerns to the state from 

NGOs‘ platform. Secondly, since (presumably) they work with grassroots people‘s 

organisations, they represent the interests of the marginalised groups and run campaigns 

on their behalf to influence public policy. Thirdly, they are a check on national and local 

state power by challenging it and by developing alternative perspectives and policies. In 

more general terms, we can say that NGOs contribute to the ‗input‘ and ‗output‘ 

processes in the political system (Zimmer, 2010): by engaging in lobbying and advocacy 

activities, NGOs contribute to the ‗input legitimacy of the political system‘; likewise, by 

engaging in the effective delivery of vital social services such as health and education, 

they ‗… add to the output legitimacy of democratically ruled welfare states‘ (Zimmer, 

2010: 202-3). It is especially the latter for which NGOs were supposed to play a 

catalysing role by ‗enlarging political space for grass-roots change and generating 

alternative thinking and approaches to poverty alleviation‘ (Lewis & Wallace, 2000: X). 

With these (assumed) characteristics, NGOs were expected to help people influence the 

functioning of state and market institutions in such a way that the resulting civil society 

would be characterised by equality ‗… or at least the active pursuit of equality in 

associational life and the public sphere‘ (Kohn, 2011: 241-2). 

As alluded above, the concept of ‗civil society‘ is quite regularly invoked in the 

discussions around the question or issue of NGOs‘ potential in democratisation in the 

global south. Although the concept can be defined as ‗… associational life, the good 

society and the public sphere‘ (Bob, 2011: 209), it is prominently used in terms of 

‗associational life‘ in literature on NGOs. This understanding comes from the work of (de 

Tocqueville, 1994 [1840]), which became popular with the work of Putnam, Leonardi, 

and Nonetti (1993) on ‗social capital‘. They argued that voluntary associations contribute 

to building social capital, which refers ‗… to features of social organisation, such as trust, 

norms and networks, that can improve the efficiency of society facilitating coordinated 

actions‘ (Putnam et al., 1993: 167). Since the assertions were in consonance with de 

Tocqueville‘s (1994 [1840]) observations about the presence of associations in the US as 

a factor in democratisation there (Anheier & Salamon, 2006), it contributed to the 

popularisation of NGOs and thus began a burgeoning academic interest in the subject 

(Fine, 2010; Field, 2008). 
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Although, Putnam et al.‘s (1993) work turned out inspirational for NGOs‘ engagement on 

‗building‘ social capital, the concept of civil society being inherently multidimensional 

and complex (Edwards, 2008a) eventually shifted narrowly to an institutional space 

comprising almost exclusively of NGOs. So much so that, in most cases, civil society 

organisations that could not enrol with donors were side-lined (Pearce, 1993). In addition 

to this, it is also believed that the exponential growth of NGOs began primarily due to the 

availability of funds rather than due to the opportunity to construct civil society (Ghosh, 

2009: Jad, 2007; Zaidi, 1999), a point to which we will return in the next section for its 

significance. Secondly, the idea of social capital was based on a ‗… depoliticised notion 

of civil society that was favourable to the market rationality of the neoliberal project‘ 

(Sahoo, 2013: 259). For instance, according to Feldman (1997), the various capacity-

building projects of Bangladeshi NGOs, while apparently meant for women‘s 

empowerment, are actually akin to producing a trained workforce for the capitalist 

transnational factories that were established after the implementation of Structural 

Adjustment Policies (SAPs) in developing countries. For similar reasons, Petras (1997) 

has termed those Latin American NGOs as agents of neoliberal imperialism that are 

dependent on aid from foreign donors. Those who have narrowly focused their analyses 

on strengthening civil society have also identified issues, albeit in different terms. For 

instance, Abom (2004), in relation to analysis of NGOs‘ efforts for building social capital 

in a Guatemalan city, observes that, though women-members became self-confident and 

developed norms of reciprocity as a result of participating in NGOs‘ activities, overall, 

the organisations contributed to producing dependency, alienation, ‗… jealousy and 

conflict among beneficiaries concerning the distribution of benefits‘ (Abom, 2004: 350).  

Similarly, with regard to his analysis of Seva Mandir, an NGO in Rajasthan (India), 

Sahoo (2013) argues that using the language of social capital, it did organise rural 

people‘s participation in development activities. However, they gradually turned into 

‗consumers‘ of NGO-delivered services. As such, people‘s participation in development 

activities cannot be taken as equivalent to awareness about their development (Sahoo, 

2013). 

To form social capital and strengthen civil society, Southern NGOs (SNGOs) often 

partner with Northern NGOs (NNGOs) for the implementation of projects and 

programmes which, in turn, receive funds from multilateral and bilateral donors, such as 

the World Bank, the UN agencies, DFID and USAID. Donors prefer to keep the projects 

short and the outputs easily measureable (Hudock, 1999). They fund NNGOs in highly 

controlled and centralised decision-making systems for efficient and speedy disposal of 

outputs (Hudock, 1999). In turn, NNGOs impose almost the same criteria on NGOs in the 

South (SNGOs). Consequently, rather than delivering services according to the local 

needs and pace of people‘s involvement in development activities, SNGOs deliver things 

quickly to demonstrate efficiency and effectiveness. In such a scenario, NNGOs do not, 

and perhaps cannot, notice any discrepancy between a project‘s aims and outputs because 

no effective downward accountability and feedback-mechanisms are in place (Power, 

Maury, & Maury, 2002). Secondly, by incorporating into donor-led service-oriented 

activities, NGOs have been identified as tending more towards organisational survival 
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(Devine, 2003) than towards keeping to their empowerment agenda or ‗effectiveness‘ in 

service-delivery. By partnering with donors and NNGOs, SNGOs have been exposed to 

newer ideas and practices (e.g., social capital, sustainable development etc.) (Ebrahim, 

2003). However, these, along with the goals and values of participation, democracy and 

empowerment, are considered to have become mere development jargon (Fernando & 

Heston, 1997; Feldman, 1997; Pearce, 2010), using which NGOs get grants and funds 

from foreign donors. Even if most NGOs do not use development jargon to get finance, 

their unequal relationships with donors/NNGOs have a number of implications, 

nevertheless (Brehm, 2000). For instance, most of the capacity-building programmes for 

NGOs employ myopically conceived notions of civil society, social capital, and/or 

empowerment, often, in donors‘ terms (Wallace & Chapman, 2003). As a result, although 

SNGOs participate and dialogue with community members at grass-roots level, these 

processes tend to take on a mechanical form. Thirdly, it is also frequently raised that 

values such as democracy, participation and empowerment are difficult to practice, which 

has become an insurmountable difficulty owing to NGOs‘ general lack of interpersonal 

and group skills, such as listening, dialogue, shared decision-making (Bloch & Borges, 

2002). Finally, owing to the compounding effect of the above factors, the entire agenda 

of empowerment and democratisation becomes fraught with significant limitations. 

The foregoing review leads to some recurrent issues in the development work of SNGOs. 

Firstly, rather than scaling up the process of democratic institutions, a process of 

NGOisation takes place (Banks, Hulme, & Edwards, 2015: 709). NGOisation refers to 

NGOs‘ increasing engagement in the delivery of public services and other tangible 

benefits that are primarily provided by government (Hearn, 1998; see also Yacobi, 2007). 

Secondly, NGOisation has pre-empted the originally enunciated agenda of grassroots 

empowerment. Most importantly, however, in the particular context of post-9/11 

developments in Pakistan, its burgeoning NGO-sector has been handcuffed by a 

‗securitisation of development‘ regime. We turn below to describe what it is and how it 

has curtailed NGOs‘ capacity and capabilities to civil society construction and 

democratisation. 

Issues and Problems in Democratisation and Civil Society Construction 

The evolution of Pakistan‘s NGO-sector and its functioning can be understood in terms 

of ‗social origin‘ theory (Salamon & Anheier, 1996; 1998; see also Salamon, 

Sokolowski, & Anheier, 2000). The theory is based on the works of Moore (1966) and 

Esping-Andersen (1990). Moore (1966) undertook a neo-Marxist comparative historical 

analysis of India, China, Japan, France, England, the U.S., Germany and Russia 

(Skocpol, 1973). He proposed three developmental trajectories to social change, viz., 

capitalist democratic, capitalist-reactionary and communistic. According to Moore 

(1966), (1) the ‗capitalist democratic‘ route engendered democracy, (2) the capitalist 

reactionary route culminated in fascist dictatorship and (3) the communistic route 

resulted in communist dictatorship. The key to any of these routes lay in the evolution of 

social relationships between the peasantry, aristocracy and the monarchs. His central 
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thesis was that epochal historical changes were brought about by ‗social forces‘, which 

were in flux because of antagonistic interests between these three classes.  

Borrowing Moore‘s (1966) concept of ‗social forces‘ and Esping-Andersen‘s (1990) 

concept of ‗regime‘, Salamon and Anheier (1998) have proposed four types of ‗non-

profit regimes‘: these are ‗liberal‘, ‗social democrat‘, ‗corporatist‘, and ‗statist‘. Salamon 

and Anheier (1998: 228) posit that each of these four regimes is ‗… characterised not 

only by a particular state role but also by a particular position for the third sector; and, 

most importantly, each also reflecting a particular constellation of social forces‘. The 

notion of regime can be understood as a ‗… set of implicit and explicit principles, norms, 

rules and decision-making procedures around which actors‘ expectations converge …‘ 

(Krasner, 1982: 186). According to the theory, two interrelated dimensions are critical to 

the evolution of a regime into one of the four types, viz., the extent of government social 

welfare spending and the scale of the NGO sector. The four regime types are depicted in 

the table below according to which if a government‘s spending on social welfare is low, 

but there is a large NGO sector, then the regime would be ‗liberal‘. Conversely, if a 

government‘s investment in social welfare is high and has a small NGO sector, then it 

would be ‗social democrat‘. If both the government‘s spending on social welfare as well 

as the NGO sector is large, then the regime would be ‗corporatist‘. Finally, in a situation 

when a government is spending quite little on social welfare and has a small NGO sector, 

then it would be a ‗statist‘ regime. In a statist regime, ‗… the state retains the upper hand 

in a wide range of social policies, but not as the instrument of an organised working class. 

… it exercises power on its own behalf, or on behalf of business and economic elites, but 

with a fair degree of autonomy sustained by long traditions of deference and a much 

more pliant religious order‘ (Salamon and Anheier, 1998: 19). 

Table 1  Four Types of Non-profit Regimes  

Government Social Welfare Spending Non-profit Scale 

Low High 

Low Statist Liberal 

High Social Democrat Corporatist 

Source: Salamon and Anheier (1998: 228) 

The NGO-sector in Pakistan can be characterised to have evolved under a ‗statist‘ regime 

(Iqbal, Khan, & Javed, 2004). Firstly, none of the governments in Pakistan‘s history ever 

invested considerably in human development (ADB, 2015: 3; Iqbal et al., 2004: 42). For 

instance, in 2013-14, the total expenditure on education was 2.1% of GDP and 

expenditure on health was merely 0.42 % of GDP during 2014-15 (GoP, 2015: 9-10). 

Since 30% of development aid to Pakistan is channelled through NGOs and community 

based organisation (Bano, 2012: xi), we can expect that quite a large number of NGOs 

might have emerged to engage in development activities. For instance, according to 

popular estimates, there are ‗… more than 150,000 NGOs in Pakistan out of which 
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45,000 are active and operational‘ (Brandsynario, 2014: n.p.). Furthermore, the sector 

employs 264,000 people and 212,000 as volunteers (Brandsynario, 2014: n.p.).
‡
 These 

appear as valid estimates in that many new NGOs might have emerged as a result of the 

three major humanitarian crises. Firstly, an earthquake in 2005 killed 73,000 people and 

made an estimated 2.8 to 3.3 million homeless (Bank, 2007: n.p.). Secondly, in 2008, 

Pakistani Army‘s operation against the terrorists in Malakand region (Khyber 

Pakhtunkhwa Province) displaced an estimated 3 million people (ICG, 2009: n.p.) which, 

when added to the internally displaced persons (IDPs) from the Federally Administered 

Tribal Areas (FATA),
§
 totals up to an estimated 4.2 million IDPs (ICG, 2010 cited in 

Pechayre, 2010: 2). Finally, the 2010 monsoon floods affected 2.5 million (GoP/WHO, 

2010). Assuming that since 2002 NGOs and their employees might have doubled, we get 

the total figure of 952,000, which would merely amount to 1.68% of 56.52 million 

employed population during 2013-14 (GoP, 2015). 

When Pakistan became a ‗major non-NATO ally of the United States‘ (U.S. Government, 

2009: n.p.) after 9/11, it attracted significant international aid. According to a report from 

the British House of Lords, ‗…in 1999 Pakistan, Iraq and Afghanistan together accounted 

for less than 1% of global official aid; five years later they accounted for 25%‘ (House of 

Lords, 2012: 20). According to the same report, Pakistan was expected to be the largest 

recipient of UK‘s bilateral aid in 2014-15 (House of Lords, 2012: 39). Similarly, in 

recognition of Pakistan‘s ‗long history of friendship and comity‘ with the U.S (U.S. 

Government, 2009), the U.S. Senate passed ‗Enhanced Partnership with Pakistan Act of 

2009‘ authorising three times increase in economic and development assistance to $7.5 

billion between 2010 and 2014 (CGD, n.d.). 

 However, as elsewhere in conflict-affected regions of the world, aid came with the 

‗development-for-security‘ imperative to stabilise, strengthen or prevent the falling apart 

of states considered to be failed, weak or simply unable to govern effectively‘ (Fowler, 

2008: 114; see also, Edwards, 2008b). For Afghanistan and parts of Pakistan, it brought 

‗armed social work‘ (Kukis, 2006 cited in Fowler, 2008) ‗to win hearts and minds 

through reconstruction while maintaining order by force of arms‘ (Fowler, 2008: 115). 

For NGOs, it brought more constraining aid conditionalities. The linking of development 

aid with security conditionalities might have further tightened after the 2008 crises of 

Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) and the killing of Bin Laden in 2012. Perhaps, a 

                                                      
‡
 These figures are drawn from the work of Ghaus-Pasha et al. (2002), which was the first ever 

extensive research estimating the size and scope of the NGO sector in Pakistan. Similarly, 

relatively recently, the newspaper reports (Joshi, 2009; Ghumman, 2010) and independent 

researchers (e.g., Naviwala, 2010: 5) have estimated that there are 100,000 NGOs in Pakistan. 
§
 FATA, sometimes also referred to as ‗Tribal Agencies‘ or simply ‗Agencies‘, has special status 

in the Constitution of Pakistan (Articles 51, 59 and 247). Although they are part of the state, they 

are under the direct executive authority of the President of Pakistan and administered through a set 

of laws called Frontier Crimes Regulation (FCR) formulated in 1901 (Government of Pakistan 

[GoP], n.d.). 
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more concrete example of a project based on ‗development-for-security imperative‘ 

(Fowler, 2008: 114) is the Programme for Economic Advancement and Community 

Empowerment funded by the European Union (EEAS, 2017). It is a €40 million project 

operational in 2013 in the seven districts of Malakand Division, viz., Buner, Chitral, 

Lower Dir, Upper Dir, Malakand Agency, Swat, and Shangla. It was expected to reach 

out to 2.7 million people in the militancy-affected areas (SRSP, 2015). Denskus (2010) 

argues that peace building initiatives do not ‗transform societies in or emerging from 

conflict, but to maintain stability‘. Whether a project, such as above, brings 

‗development‘ and ‗stability‘ or not, it does have negative implications for Pakistani 

NGOs. 

Part of the reason for the top-down approach of funders such as the USAID and the EU 

might be due to financial mismanagement in the NGO sector, which has been 

consistently highlighted in the literature (c.f. Qadeer, 1997; Zaidi, 1999; Bano, 2008a; 

2012). During the early boom era of NGOs‘ growth in Pakistan, paucity of leadership and 

management skills were factors in the organisational mismanagement (Key, 1990). Over 

the years, especially after the 2005 earthquake and subsequent disasters, quite a large 

number of aid agencies flocked for emergency relief services. Firstly, quite a huge 

amount of money was embezzled by the NGOs that emerged overnight to absorb the aid 

that was so freely available, especially after 2005 earthquake. Secondly, people in the 

disaster affected areas, whether living in emergency camps or not, also resorted to 

accessing every organisation for food and non-food items. The observation of 

‗corruption‘, presumably, made the donors more top-down and stricter in requirements as 

a consequence of which many NGOs did not have much choice left but to work 

according to donors‘ agenda. 

This brings us to the pertinence of the process of NGOisation, which we highlighted 

briefly in the preceding section. Although NGOs have been generally criticised for their 

overwhelming engagement in service-delivery, which not only distracted them from their 

originally-enunciated agenda of grassroots change but the process also turned them into 

para-state organisations. That is, instead of working to instigate/prompt people to demand 

effective, efficient and democratic services from the governments, they themselves began 

delivering public services such as education, sanitation, health and infrastructure 

development. Aside from the frequently-identified significance of this observation, we 

believe that the process has particularly negative implications for civil society 

(re)construction in post-9/11 Pakistan. 

In Pakistan, which has been historically described as ‗praetorian‘ (Zaidi, 2005: 29-30) 

and ‗rentier‘ (Candland, 2001: 276) state, the crises of governance has hardly alleviated 

despite massive funding and aid in post-9/11 contexts. In other words, as stated above, it 

exhibits characteristics of a ‗statist‘ regime, which, it appears to us, is only deepening 

with the passage of time. That is, in addition to the general trend of partnering with state 

departments to provide various types of services, the ‗development with security‘ agenda 

has circumvented NGOs‘ agenda of civil society reconstruction by narrowly confining 
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them to the provision of services. While, generally, there is nothing ‗bad‘ in NGOs‘ 

provision of services in the politically and strategically sensitive regions of Pakistan but 

we do fear that as time passes the general public as well as the service-recipients of 

NGOs will more and more begin to perceive them as ‗half-way houses‘ for the 

distribution of ‗food‘ and ‗non-food items (NFIs)‘. Thus construed, we can say that since 

parts of Pakistan have mired deeper in the militancy-related issues in the last more 16 

years (after 9/11), the growing presence of NGOs in those regions and their massive 

engagement in services has already narrowed the space for manoeuvring to work on 

democratisation and civil society construction. More importantly, as Pakistan‘s 

government along with international agencies and the government of developed countries 

do not seem to be able to solve the problem of terrorism and militancy, we foresee a 

further skewing of space for NGOs to work for democratisation and development. This 

should be especially alarming for those NGOs which were genuinely founded for 

challenging the status quo and for the introduction of democratic norms at the grassroots. 

Conclusion 

Although NGOs – even if they merely play ‗service-provision‘ role in developing 

countries – are justified to be at least providing services more effectively and efficiently 

than governments in a developing country such as Pakistan. From a service-recipient‘s 

perspective, NGOs could be considered acceptable if they merely provide services. 

However, this paper, while highlighting the frequently raised criticism regarding NGOs‘ 

potential in democratisation and civil society construction, has argued that in the peculiar 

post-9/11 contexts in Pakistan, they are additionally suffering from limitations owing to 

have to operate in a statist regime within the normative order of ‗security-for-

development‘ imperative. Assuming that the current law and order situation in the 

country prevails for quite some time, and further assuming that the NGOs in Pakistan 

also continue to work in a ‗statist‘ milieu, it is unlikely that they will come out of their 

‗service delivery‘ trap any soon. As a result, NGOs‘ will continue to face challenges in 

realising their conceived objectives of democratisation and building civil society in 

Pakistan. In this situation, international donor agencies and NNGOs should introduce 

certain drastic policy shifts in order to help SNGOs re-orient towards their intended goal 

of strengthening civil society and grass-root democracy in the developing world. 
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