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Preface

In recent years non-governmental organizations (NGOs) have projected an
increasingly strong presence. They can no longer be characterized simply
as “volunteer organizations supporting the efforts of developing countries
to develop”; they are also emerging as important actors in the realm of
international politics, and have demonstrated the potential to shake even
the foundations of the international economic order. In advanced countries,
too, there is a growing interest in the non-profit organization sector (or
NPO sector), which consists of non-governmental, non-profit-oriented
organizations. Thus, not only have NGOs established themselves as lasting
elements of society, rather than ephemeral bodies that are active during
certain phases of a society’s developmental process, but there are also high
expectations that they will play the role of leading agents of “civil society”.

However, the existing literature on NGOs is concerned almost exclusively
with the questions of what roles NGOs should play, and what should be
done to further boost their activities. Once we turn our attention to Asia,
moreover, we are struck by the varying ways in which NGOs manifest
themselves in different countries. Those in South Korea are very active in
the political realm. In Bangladesh there are some that resemble large private
corporations. Influential NGOs in Malaysia are heavily involved in
consumer movements. Very few researchers have taken note of the varying
ways in which NGOs, or what might be called “NGO phenomena”, manifest
themselves in different countries, and attempted to discover the origin of
these differences. The present volume, the first of its kind, attempts to
understand the NGO phenomena in a total of fifteen Asian countries by
looking at them from a unified analytical perspective.

The analyses presented in this volume pivot around the key concept of
two “spaces” that are open for NGO activities. To begin with, there is an
economic space that calls for NGO activities — this involves the need for
economic resources that are not properly catered for by any of the existing
sectors of society, that is, the market, the state, or the community. Second,
there is a political space that emerges when the state or the community
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allows NGO activities. The working hypothesis of this book is that the
NGO phenomenon in a specific country is determined as a function of the
“extent” and “form” of these two spaces. Positing this hypothesis does not
mean that the present volume regards NGOs as being reactive to given
political and economic conditions. Rather, it aims to interpret NGOs’
activities, including advocacy activities and those aimed at social reform,
as efforts to fill, to the greatest extent possible, the vacant space left
uncovered by existing mainstream or orthodox resources allocation
channels. These reform-oriented activities may naturally be directed at the
state which, with its strong political ability to regulate and control, distributes
resources very deliberately. This explains why this book focuses on the
relationships between states and NGOs.

The adoption of the above-mentioned methodology has narrowed the
analytical perspective of this volume in the following two ways. First, this
book discusses state–NGO relationships exclusively within the framework
of the nation-state, with the result that NGOs based in foreign countries are
analysed with reference not to the environments in their home countries
but of those in their fields of operations. Second, since the book focuses on
Asia, it naturally deals with state–NGO relationships primarily as they
pertain to the social and economic development of the countries concerned.
In fact, NGOs in Asia came into being with the main objective of working
for “people alienated from the benefits of development”, and have been
striving to work towards this end. This altruistic mission and lack of
expectation of receiving adequate payments from service recipients is used
to define NGOs vis-à-vis other private non-profit organizations.

Our joint research project was launched at the Institute of Developing
Economies (IDE) in 1999, and since 2000 has been financially supported
by the Sasakawa Peace Foundation (SPF). The participants are all Japanese
researchers specializing in the study of specific countries or regions of Asia.
One distinctive feature of the book, then, is that it is a collection of analyses
of NGOs in Asia undertaken by researchers each of whom, if not necessarily
a specialist on NGOs, has intimate knowledge of the environments for NGO
activities in the country of his/her specialty. A joint research project
composed solely of Japanese researchers, while carrying the risk of
presenting analyses through the prism of a Japanese perspective, does have
the merit of encouraging participants to hold intensive discussions with
one another and carry out international comparisons from a shared and
coherent perspective. As project co-ordinator and editor of the book, I am
confident that we have taken full advantage of the merits mentioned above.
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