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Chapter 1 

Introduction: Interests, Issues and Outcomes  
 

 

1.1 Background  

My interest in NGOs was awakened by the association with a family friend who 

had dedicated his life for Sarvodaya‟s resonance since 1970s. Through this 

association, I was able to get involved in some Sarvodaya activities as a resource 

person and to build up a close relationship with a number of other Sarvodaya 

members at its Matara District Centre, Sri Lanka. This relationship encouraged 

me to send my children to Sarvodaya pre-school at the district centre. My 

frequent visits to this place broadened my knowledge of Sarvodaya, especially its 

ongoing development and humanitarian programmes. From its some members, I 

heard about their interesting experience they worked in remote areas during the 

early days of Sarvodaya.  

The association increased my curiosity about the Sarvodaya organization 

while I enjoyed reading some interesting publications about Sarvodaya leader 

and its early activities. I was fascinated by the culture, values, beliefs and 

activities nurtured in the rural Buddhist traditions in which I was also brought up. 

My interest in Sarvodaya organization advertently directed me at reading on 

NGOs with my increasing curiosity of whether Sarvodaya‟s delivery of 

accountability sustained in the country‟s dynamic economic and political climate.  

 After the 1980s, NGO sector was expanded across the country. The 

involvement of NGOs in welfare, community development, poverty alleviation, 

youth rehabilitation, peace building, human right activities and the like was 

increased in a greater extent. Along with this expansion, in the 1990s, a public 

suspicion was built up on NGOs activities, funds handling and their process of 
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resource allocation. Actors in the public domain, including politicians and 

intellectuals raised concerns about accountability and transparency issues. In this 

context, I, as an academic, was inspired to read on NGO accountability with that 

curiosity.  

  In the early 1990s, there was a rapid increase in Northern and Southern 

NGOs as a result of the increasing growth of the practice of neo-liberal economic 

policies and liberal democratic politics (Moore, 1993; Edwards and Hulme, 

1995). Thus, in less developed countries implementing neo- liberal economic 

policies, the private sector began to assume greater roles in economic affairs. 

Consequently, the governments shrink their roles in welfare activities paving the 

way for NGOs to get involved such activities. On the one hand, NGOs rather 

than governments were envisaged as a cost-effective and efficient channel for 

welfare activities for the poor . On the other hand, NGOs and GROs are expected 

to act as a counter-weight to state power protecting human rights opening a way 

for communication and participation and building capacity of local communities 

(Edwards and Hulme, 1995). This orientation caused an expansion of NGOs in 

terms of their geographical coverage as well as the myriads of activities. Despite 

this rapid expansion, public confidence of NGOs gradually diminished   due to 

ensuing scandals and alleged poor performance (Edwards and Hulme 1996; 

Vakil, 1997; Ebrahim, 2003; Zadek, 2003; Dixon et al, 2006).   

_________________ 

(1) „The corruption of NGO will be political game in the year a head. Corruption is not only 

monetary terms but more broadly deviation from their mission and social transformation‟ (Jank 

Pronk, in Edwards and Hulme, 1995, p5). Thus, NGO accountability becomes an 

important issue which received increasing attention of both academics and 

development practitioners in last two decades (Edwards and Hulme, 1995, 1996; 

Najam, 1996; Brown and Moore, 2001; Goetz and Jenkins, 2002; Ebrahim, 2003ab, 

2005; Lloyd, 2005; Dixon et al, 2006; Gray et al, 2006; Goddard and Assad, 2006; 

Unerman and O‟Dwyer, 2006, 2007; Matthew et al, 2010).  
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The development literature suggests that NGO accountability is 

distinguished from the accountability of other corporate and state organizations 

claiming that NGOs have multiple accountability which have two opposite 

directions „downward‟ to the partners, beneficiaries, staff and supporters; and 

„upwards‟ to trustees, donors and host governments (Edward and Hulme, 1996; 

Kaldor, 2003). Ebrahim (2003b) accepted the dimension of two opposite 

direction of NGO accountability which is the core of the concept of multiple-

accountability, and he categorised the stakeholders of NGOs as internal (eg. 

management, employees, trustee board) and external (eg., government, funders).  

In the accountability and accounting literature, the forms of NGO 

accountability are discussed by dividing them mainly into two categories despite 

variable empirical evidence in different contexts. Roberts and Scapens (1985) 

and Roberts (1991) have identified accountability froms as the socialised and the 

functional. The close contact which enhances the mutual knowledge is central to 

formation of socialsed form of accountability where as distance contact which is 

to be enlightened by the use of accounting information instrumental in the 

formation of functional form of accountability. Other researchers have grounded 

this idea in their studies with empirical evidence (Dixon et al, 2006; Goddard and 

Assad, 2006; Grey et al, 2006). Avina (1993) has explained two forms of 

accountability; short term or functional accountability (accounting for resources, 

use of resources and its immediate impact), and strategic or long term 

accountability (accounting for the impact that a NGO‟s action has on the actions 

of other organizations and on the wider environment). Kaldor (2003) addresses 

the issue of NGO accountability in relevance to the civil society, and identifies 

moral accountability (accountability towards the people, beneficiaries) and 
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procedural accountability. A model of vertical versus horizontal accountability was 

developed by Ritchie and Richardson (2000). Another dichotomy rests on formal 

(evaluation of agreed objectives in a programme have been met) and informal (on 

going discussion with partners) forms of accountability (Edwards and Hulme, 

1995; Boland and Schultze, 1996) 

Consequently, the NGO literature inherits two theoretical perspectives on 

the form of NGO accountability; narrow, short term, functional perspective and 

broader, long term socialising perspective. According to these two theoretical 

perspectives, in this study, two forms of accountability are identified as 

socialising form and functional form of NGO accountability. There is no research 

that explored the process of formation of those two forms of accountability. This 

igonarance inspired me to examine how Sarvodaya gave rise to a social from of 

accountability and a functional from of accountability at two historical moments.  

Most NGO accountability research suffers context specific empirical 

evidence. There is little research that addressed the issues of NGO accountability 

locating NGOs in a civil society context; hence this is a study from that 

perspective. The civil society perspective is important in that it leads us to 

perceive NGOs as civil society organizations and that it illuminates a context that 

reflects on the socio-political and cultural ramifications of NGO accountability. 

Socio-political and cultural dimensions are important in understanding the set of 

social relations which become core in the formation and practice of NGO 

accountability.  To articulate how these contextual realities are embedded in the 

process of formation of NGO accountability, this study employs a political 

economy approach.  
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This is a case study of Sarvodaya.  It is significant as the largest national 

level NGO in Sri Lanka performing humanitarian and community development 

activities for over 50 years. During this period, Sarvodaya maintained a 

hegemonic leadership in the Sri Lankan civil society. Sarvodaya was incepted 

with some welfare activities in one marginalized village that represents 65% of 

Sri Lankan villages. In addition, easy access to the organization, my personal 

interest, and background knowledge of the organization encouraged me to pursue 

this case study.   

Based on case study evidence, I first argue that the socialising form of 

accountability is practised through a process of creation of Sarvodaya hegemony. 

Second, I argue that socialising form of accountability transforms into a 

functional form when Sarvodaya strives to maintain its hegemony while 

resolving the hegemonic crisis it faced. The theory of hegemony espoused by 

Gramsci sheds some light on an understanding of the changing dynamics of NGO 

accountability in a process of hegemony creation as well as in an attempt at 

maintaining Sarvodaya hegemony in its civil society context.    

I employed ethnographic research methods for data collection privileging a 

post-positivistic epistemology. Data was collected and analysed at organizational 

level as well at community level. For this purpose, two Sarvodaya projects, rain 

water harvesting tank project and Tsunami resettlement project were selected. 

The analysis was based on both historical and critical theorisation.   

 

1.2 Research Questions  

I locate this research in the existing literature addressing a broad central question, 

how and why a form of NGO accountability is formed and practiced in a 
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developing context, Sri Lanka. Around this central question, two specific 

questions are posed as follows.  

1. Did a process of hegemonic formation of NGO give rise to a particular form of       

accountability?  If so, how did this occur and why?  

2. Did this accountability form transform while maintaining hegemony? If so, 

how did this happen and why? 

 

1.3 Research Objectives 

The above research questions can be translated into the following objectives:  

1. To examine, in general, the social, economic and political development of 

Sri Lanka in relation to the expansion of NGO sector and Sarvodaya;  

2. To explore how Sarvodaya achieved social power and maintained it by 

involving in humanitarian and community development activities for more 

than 50 years;  

3. To reflect on how socio-political and cultural changes impact on the    

organisational structure and subsequent accountability forms;  

4. To understand the relationship between Sarvodaya and its key stakeholders 

in the dynamics of accountability practices; and         

5. To ascertain policy implications of dynamics for Sarvodaya‟s community 

development programmes in particular, and the roles of NGOs and 

country‟s poverty alleviation programmes, in general.  
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1.4 Structure of the Thesis  

 

The thesis is thus presented in seven chapters including the present chapter which 

explains the background information, research questions and objectives of the 

study.   

Chapter 2 aims to identify the research gap in NGO accountability and 

locates this research in a body of literature.  It examines the notion of NGO 

accountability in the light of different views put forward by researchers.  It also 

explains the emergence of the issues of NGO accountability and the ways in 

which such issues have been addressed by different scholars. Consequently, the 

chapter identifies two main theoretical perspectives on NGO accountability in the 

existing literature. It emphasises that the civil society perspective is important in 

understanding the formation and practice of NGO accountability. NGO 

accountability process is affected by the socio-cultural formations in the civil 

society. This leads to the articulation of a suitable theoretical framework based on 

Gramscian concept of hegemony.   

Chapter 3 discusses the ontological and epistemological approach the study 

has taken. As shown in the chapter, this study was based on a post-positivistic 

epistemology and a subjective ontology which justifies the qualitative research 

and case study approach the study has utilised. The chapter also describes the 

data collection procedures undertaken and the ethical issues dealt with.   

Chapter 4 describes the research context, Sri Lanka and Sarvodaya. It 

describes the nature of Sri Lankan society, ethnic composition, socio-cultural and 

politico-economic background in relation to their historical influences from 

ancient times to modern eras. Also, it illustrates the historical development of 
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NGO sector, the emergence and expansion of Sarvodaya and two selected 

Sarvodaya development projects, with some contextual details thereof.    

Chapter 5 presents a historical account of Sarvodaya‟s evolution from 1958 

to the 1980s.  It describes how Sarvodaya gradually achieved social power 

through hegemony and won the consent of society through certain mechanisms of 

social engagement. It also shows how, in this hegemony creation process, 

Sarvodaya exploited cultural and religious institutions and established its 

ideology. Also, this chapter portrays humanitarian and community development 

activities that Sarvodaya pursued which had implications for hegemony creation 

and resultant socialised form of accountability.  

Chapter 6 analyses how Sarvodaya maintained its hegemony. It illustrates 

the hegemonic crisis that Sarvodaya faced and the responsive measures it has 

taken to maintain its hegemony. The analysis captures empirical materials and 

theoretical explanations to show how the socialised form of accountability was 

transformed into a functional form. Also, this follows an ascertainment of 

unintended consequences of this transformation and the implications for 

community development programmes.  

Chapter 7 sums up the preceding chapters and highlights the significance of 

thesis‟ contributions. In doing so, it emphasises how hegemonic formation relates 

to the emergence and development of a social form of accountability and how a 

hegemonic crisis led the social form of accountability to be transformed into a 

functional form. Finally, the chapter ascertains the transformation‟s implication 

for development practice and policy, and future research on NGO accountability.  
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Chapter 2 

NGO Accountability: Issues and Perspectives 
 

 

2.1 Introduction  

Chapter 1 elucidated how NGO accountability became an issue for both 

researchers and policy makers and how much this issue contributed to 

development and accountability in research and policy making. This chapter 

further elaborates these issues, in the light of a systematic review of NGO 

accountability literature and related theoretical and policy stances. The chapter 

identifies a research gap in NGO accountability and poses research questions, 

which lead to theoretical and policy analysis. The chapter has two main purposes. 

Firstly, it reviews the literature, and examines theoretical perspectives on NGO 

accountability. Secondly, it elaborates the notion of civil society, which was 

neglected in previous theorisation of NGO accountability, and introduces an 

alternative theoretical framework - drawing on Gramsci‟s theory of hegemony, 

that captures the socio-political ramifications of NGO accountability. Finally, this 

chapter refined the research questions outlined in Chapter 1.  

 

      2.2 NGO Accountability: the Concept and the Practice  

The last two decades have witnessed increasing focus on the issues of NGO 

accountability. In development studies, academics and development practitioners 

have addressed different issues of NGO accountability since the mid 1990s 

(Edwards and Hulme, 1995a & b, 1996; Najam, 1996; Brown and Moore, 2001; 

Goetz and Jenkins, 2002; Ebrahim, 2003a & b, 2005; Lloyd, 2005; Matthew et al, 

2010). In accounting research, there has been a renowned upsurge in undertaking 
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the studies on NGO accountability (Gray et al, 2006; Unerman and O‟Dwyer, 

2006, 2007; Dixon et al, 2006; Goddard and Assad, 2006).  

 Development researchers focus more on how NGO accountability becomes 

an issue (see Matthew et al, 2010), in an environment where there is an 

increasing involvement of NGOs in the development process of developing 

countries.  Development studies on NGO accountability, based on conceptual as 

well as empirical research, have stressed the importance of the need to identify 

the nature of organizations and their macro level impact in wider society. These 

studies also stress policy making issues, both in southern and northern NGOs, in 

relation to accountability, along with other challenging issues of their welfare and 

advocacy roles performing in different civil society contexts (Edwards and 

Hulme, 1995ab, 2002; Najam, 1996; Kovach, et al, 2003; Ebrahim, 2003a & b; 

Kaldor, et al 2003a; Matthew et al, 2010).  

Some of accounting studies were more theoretical and conceptual, providing 

a sound basis for future research in the area (Gray et al, 2006; Unerman and 

O‟Dwyer, 2006). Other accounting researchers have addressed issues of 

accountability by focusing on empirics, obtained from NGOs operating in 

developing contexts (Dixon et al, 2006; Goddard and Assad, 2006). They have 

been away from mainstream accounting researches who believe that accounting 

is functional and technical, and conducted their research believing that 

accountability was a socially constructed phenomenon, which could be examined 

and understood through a post-positivistic epistemological approach. 

This shows that, both development and accounting researchers bear two 

competing views on NGO accountability. On the one hand, NGO accountability 

is seen as a broad, social phenomenon. This recognises NGOs as civil society 
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organizations providing services for the wellbeing of society. On the other hand, 

NGO accountability is seen in a narrow, functional and technical process. These 

two perspectives have paved the way for macro and micro level analyses into the 

issues of NGO accountability, which recognise accountability as a socially 

constructed concept.  

 

2.2.1 The Notion of NGO Accountability  

In order to identify NGO accountability, this section focuses on two aspects 

discussed in existing literature. Firstly, how the notion of NGO accountability has 

been identified. And secondly, the distinctiveness of NGO accountability, and 

how it has been differentiated from the accountability of other organizations.   

When addressing issues of NGO accountability it is important to locate 

NGOs in their broader social context. NGOs are broadly identified in literature as 

non- government, non profit, civil society organizations, whose functions 

distinguish them from state, business and other civil society organizations. The 

functions and activities in which NGOs engage are seen as the key determinants 

for constructing their boundaries (Kaldor et al 2003; Grey et al, 2006; Unerman 

and O‟Dwyer, 2006). Kaldor (2003) says these key functions can be identified as 

new-public management, corporatisation, social capital and Activism
2
. 

According to these functions it can be seen that there exists a close relationship 

between NGOs and the state and between NGOs and businesses. This envisages 

that demarcating boundaries of NGOs from other organizations become blurring.  

_________________ 

 (2) New public management (civil society organizations as subcontractors for policy makers). 

Corporatisation (civil society organizations partnering with companies). Social capital (civil 

society organizations building trust through networking). Activism (civil society organizations 

monitoring and challenging power holders)  Kaldor ( 2003). 
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Grey et al (2006) stress that these blurred boundaries makes the defining of 

NGOs difficult, and influence the demand for NGO accountability. Chandoke 

(1995) says that it is necessary to be able to understand NGOs as being distinct 

from the myriad of other civil society organizations. According to her 

observations not all civil society organizations are NGOs and all NGOs are not 

civil society organizations. In order to understand NGO accountability it is 

essential to focus on these different perspectives. 

Scholars have always attempted to interpret accountability, in various ways 

by emphasizing its complex nature as a concept and a practice. Edwards and 

Hulme, (1995ab) and Ebraihm, (2003) identified accountability as a complex, 

abstract and dynamic concept. Others have recognized accountability as a 

difficult and contradictory concept (Patton, 1992; Kearns, 1994; Sinclare, 1995; 

Choudary and Ahmed, 2002; Demirag, 2004).  This diverse views resulted in the 

notion of accountability been articulated by different scholars in different ways, 

according to their own specific research interests. One prominent view is that 

accountability is about the rights of different groups and the stakeholders in 

society. These rights emerge from relationships between accountor and 

accountee. The source of different forms of information that need to be available 

for each relationship in stakeholders map would ensure the completeness in 

discharge of accountability (Gray, et al, 2006). Hence, relationship has become a 

significant element in understanding the concept of accountability. 

  The idea of understanding accountability as a relationship has been further 

elaborated by other researchers. For instance, Roberts & Scapens (1985) and 

Robinson (2003) have identified accountability as a process of relationship, 

involving both the giving and demanding of reasons for conduct. This 
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observation is central, in the organizational context, to the principle-agent 

relationship - where the principle has the right to demand a certain conduct and 

seek reasons for actions taken by the agent (Goddard, 2004). In this regard, 

Roberts and Scapens (1985) have explained accountability by identifying two 

types of contacts. face to face contacts, in which mutual knowledge is central to 

formation of accountability, and physical distance contacts, which are 

enlightened by the use of accounting information, instead of mutual knowledge, 

in the formation of accountability. These two types of contacts facilitate the 

process of the formation of different kinds of accountability in an organizational 

context. Roberts (1996) also stressed the social aspect of accountability by 

arguing that it would often involve in various social practices that seek to remind 

each other of their reciprocal dependence. Dixon et al (2006) explain 

accountability as a relational concept which does not stand along. However, in 

this context, the relationship emerges as the core of the practice of accountability, 

which in turn reflects relationships among organizational actors embedded in the 

social and institutional environments (Ebrahim, 2005; Dixon et al 2006). This 

relationship also assumes that some individuals or organizations have certain 

rights to hold others accountable. According to this point of view, it can be said 

that accountability is conceived as a vital mechanism of control (Mulgan, 2000) 

in any social and institutional environment. It is evident that this aspect is 

strongly stressed by accounting literature in order to understand the concept and 

practice of accountability.  

Other researchers have attempted to identify the process of accountability in 

a distinctive dichotomy, formal (short term) and informal, functional and 

strategic (long term), hierarchical and socialised, vertical and horizontal, 
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procedural and moral. As above, accountability is seen as a socially constructed 

process delivering what is called for in formal and informal ways. In this sense, 

accountability is concerned with giving explanations through a credible story of 

what happened and a calculation and balancing of competing obligations, 

including moral ones (Boland and Schultze, 1996, p. 62). Gray et al (1996, cited 

in Dixon et al 2006, p.407) state that accountability is the duty to provide an 

account (by no means necessarily a financial account) or reckoning of those 

actions for which one is held responsible. Roland Munro (1996) explained 

accountability both as an informal account - that is part of everyday conversation 

- and as a more formal transaction, generally involving some sort of documentary 

record.   

Fox and Brown, (1998) have identified accountability as a process of 

holding actors responsible for their actions. But, this idea seems to focus more on 

one side of the accountability relationship than the other, and it narrows the 

process of accountability for „upward‟. This idea has been broaden by Cornwall, 

Lucas and Pasteur (2000) who identifies accountability as being held responsible 

by others and about taking responsibility for oneself. In this sense, accountability 

has two dimensions, an external dimension - in terms of an obligation to meet 

prescribed standards of behaviour (Chisolm, 1995, p.141) - and an internal 

dimension, motivated by felt responsibility expressed through individual actions 

and organizational mission (Fry, 1995). Ebrahim (2003b) has elaborated this idea 

explaining that accountability encompasses a dual perspective- internal and 

external in its process.    

Edwards and Hulme (1995a & b) introduced NGO accountability as the 

means by which individuals and organizations report to recognized authority, or 
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authorities holding responsibility for their actions. This idea connects narrowly 

with the use of accounting procedures in accountability process. But, in the 

broader sense, accountability is more than formal reporting to higher authority.  

Normally, NGOs should report to the higher authority about responsible use of 

funds which they are received. However, Edwards and Hulme (1995a & b) have 

given very narrow and operational definition which facilitates to measuring 

economic consequences being partial with one side of the relationship of NGOs 

(upwards) and that idea has not provided enough guide line to understand the 

comprehensive concept of accountability practicing in NGOs giving account for 

non measurable consequences.  Dixon et al (2006) and Kaldor (2003) believe that 

this stance may not fully reflect the openly relational and socially constructed 

nature of accountability in NGOs. However, as Tandon (1995) has stressed, there 

is no agreed definition of accountability for non-governmental organizations. 

Ebrahim (2003b) and Najam (1996) have stated that the definition of 

accountability tends to become too complicated and ambiguous, in order to 

comply with new public management accountability models. In this study, NGO 

accountability is recognized as a process of giving and demanding reasons for 

conduct, where the relationship between accountor and accountee is determined 

on ethical or moral alliance and or formal contracts.  

Accordingly, when understanding the concept of NGO accountability, 

stake-holder relationships should be recognized as being important. The multiple- 

accountability is the main, significant and distinctive feature of NGOs which 

makes NGOs different from state and market organizations. Edwards and Hulme 

(1996) and Kaldor (2003) view this multiple accountability in two opposite 

directions; firstly, downward to the partners, beneficiaries, staff and supporters, 
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and also upwards to the trustees, donors and host governments. The concept of 

multiple- stakeholders and multiple-accountability becomes important when 

understanding the notion of NGO accountability. Edwards (2000) says, multiple- 

accountability may create problems, with the possibility of over account because 

of repetitive demands from some authorities and under account because one 

authority may assume that another authority is considering a particular aspect of 

the NGO‟s work in detail.  Many NGOs are called for accountability to the 

community to which they serve, and from which they get the legitimacy to 

operate their development and humanitarian activities. But, in practice, while 

acting as intermediaries, they become more accountable to the donors.  In 

general, the relationship between NGOs and donors can be seen as being 

resource dependent. Ebrahim (2003b) explains these multiple accountability 

relationships categorizing them as internal and external.  

 

2.2.2 Being a Distinct Practice 

As most of the NGO accountability mechanisms have been borrowed from 

business organizations, it is important to understand the concept of NGO 

accountability as compared to the accountability of commercial organizations. 

NGO accountability is different from accountability of commercial organizations. 

This difference can be viewed in terms of the nature, structure, relationship, 

activity, purpose and legitimacy of NGOs. NGOs are typically viewed as service-

oriented, not instigated for profit but for public well-being, utilizing national and 

international donations. The donors and managers who control the funds of 

NGOs are distinct from the beneficiaries. Therefore, there is no direct means by 

which clients can enforce accountability upon donors and management. And, 
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because NGOs are considered membership-based organizations, there exists a 

clear absence of an obvious group to whom organizations should be accountable 

(Uphoff, 1995). In contrast, in commercial organizations, beneficiaries and 

funders are often one and the same (e.g. share-holders requiring dividends) and, 

therefore, they are able to make managers accountable directly to them.  

The other distinctive feature of NGO accountability, compared to the 

accountability of commercial organization, is that NGOs have no clearly defined 

and specified bottom line of accountability. In commercial organizations there is 

a bottom line of financial measurement (minimum profit), which tends to 

dominate all the other forms of performance measurement and accountability. It 

has been suggested that the bottom line of NGO accountability often shifts, 

according to the situation the organisation is operating in (Fowler, 1995).  

According to some others it should be the human right even though it is yet 

debatable.  

In general, commercial organizations are more accountable for economic 

dimensions for example profit than for non-economic dimensions. In contrast, 

NFPOs (not for profit organizations), including NGOs, are more accountable for 

non-economic dimensions as they are rather for social welfare and social justice.  

Therefore, NGOs do not necessarily to focus primarily on formal accountability 

reporting. Instead, they must consider other indicators as their performance 

measurements. However, in practice most NGOs use formal accountability 

reporting as a mechanism to deliver their accountability. 

As Gray et al (2006) has emphasized the key difference between the 

accountability procedures in commercial organizations and NGOs arises from the 

issue of their legitimacy and power; where they are located, and how they are 
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funded. NGOs usually have very little power, but they do not have   coercive 

power and financial power. Instead, it is argued, they have flexibility, innovation, 

ideas, the ability to persuade, and a power of voice (Jordon, GPPI). As Jordon 

has explained, all these can be seen as gentle powers. However, in some 

instances, this gentle power could be more powerful making other powerful 

actors unhappy with the power of NGOs when they are in positions to threaten 

corporate interests and traditional role of governments. The legitimacy of NGOs 

lies in the fact that they are considered to be the main civil society actors, 

representing civil society and giving a voice to the poor and marginalized people. 

This representative role has made the issue of NGO accountability all the more 

important. NGO accountability since 1990s has become a more topical issue than 

that of the accountability of commercial organizations. However, despite the 

considerable differences between these two types of organizations, it is evident 

that NGOs employ the accountability mechanisms which are used in commercial 

organizations. It   has created another issue of NGOs accountability.  

As discussed above, NGOs engage in relationships with multiple 

stakeholders who deal with them directly and in turn NGOs should deliver 

multiple- accountabilities. Thus, NGOs are different from commercial 

organizations. Fowler (1995) has recommended the use of multi-stakeholder 

social accounting for NGOs, and a range of value–based organizations have been 

developing  a social accounting that offers an array  of means through which to 

develop  and discharge accountability relationship. Ebrahim (2003b) has 

differentiated NGO accountability from that of other organizations. He states that 

NGO accountability operates through multiple dimensions and involves 

numerous   actors (eg patron, client and selves); it uses various mechanisms and 
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standards of performance (external and internal, explicit and implicit, legal and 

voluntary); and it requires varying levels of organizational response (functional 

and strategic).        

Accountability has also been viewed as the basic principle of responsible 

practice of any institution, public, private or NGOs (Edwards, 2002, Jordon 

GPPI), which aims to enhance its effectiveness, performance and credibility. 

NGOs as civil society organizations and as a development mechanism in the 

modern era, have increasing demand for their accountability especially over the 

past two decades. According to the Sustainability Report (2003) there have been 

four kinds of drivers for this accountability. The first is morality – that is 

accountability is right in principle. Secondly, performance-accountability 

improves effectiveness. Thirdly, political space-accountability increases 

credibility and influence. And finally, democratization-accountability of NGOs 

improves democracy in society. As NGOs enter into the social service arena and 

development activities, which have been abandoned by states, they are expected 

to be as accountable as governments. There is a greater call for the accountability 

of NGOs, in order to increase their effectiveness, efficiency and credibility, 

which could cause to divert them away from their missions and values. So 

accountability of NGOs has emerged as the major issue, which academics of 

different disciplines have honed in on.  

          

2.3   Issues in NGO Accountability 

This section examines the issues of NGO accountability, which have been 

addressed in development and accounting literature, in order to crystallize the 

specific issues that this study will address. This section focuses on four main 
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issues: pressure for more accountability, multiple accountability relationships, 

accountability mechanisms, and alternative forms of accountability.  

 

2.3.1   The Pressure for More Accountability 

This issue has been debated at macro and conceptual levels. Accounting and 

development academics say that the greater demand for NGO accountability 

emerged over the past two decades - due to growth, pretending high performance 

than actual work, a crisis of legitimacy and erosion of public confidence in 

NGOs. As Edwards and Hulme (2002) point out, the demands for accountability 

of NGOs are mostly made by corporate, state, and the some civil sectors of 

society. In addition to the state, these demands were made by donors, other 

NGOs and the private sector, through associate organizations - for example, the 

European Policy Forum and the United Nations Global Compact - and also by 

academics, beneficiaries, members of NGOs, and the general public (Jordon, 

GPPI). According to Ebrahim (2003b), the demand for NGO accountability 

increased in accordance with the rapid growth in numbers of NGOs around the 

world.  Kaldor et al, (2003a) argue that demand for accountability of NGOs 

occurred as a result of in one hand withdrawing the state from its services making 

a space for NGOs and with the globalization and emasculation of local political 

abilities involving in decision making.  

Another view is that NGOs, especially in south, have increased in number 

because of the belief that donors have that they are cost-effective, key players in 

the democratisation, who have easy access to the poor (Edwards and Hulme, 

1996; Ebrahim, 2003b). However, these scholars mention that the above things 

should yet to be empirically proved.  And also these accountability demands have 
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been fuelled due to the erosion of public confidence in non-profit organizations, 

and their growth, showing higher performance compared to their actual 

performance on the ground (Edwards and Hulme 1996; Vakil, 1997; Zadek, 

2003; Ebrahim, 2003b; Dixon et al, 2006).   In addition, the disposition of 

resources has become an accountability problem as a result of resource lodging
3
 

and loss (Matthew at el, 2010).  Goddard (2004) and Brown (2003) stress that the 

NGO sector, similar to other sectors, has been faced with a crisis of legitimacy in 

recent times, due to their lack of accountability. Light (2004), Gilbelman and 

Gelman (2001) have also addressed this issue. Goddard and Assad (2006) have 

pointed out that accountability should be considered as an important method of 

developing the legitimacy of NGOs.  

 

2.3.2 Discursive Effects   

Amid those multiple views, NGO accountability has been backed by powerful 

discursive effects that permeate the legitimacy of the existence of NGOs. Among 

the others, two such complementary developments are worth reviewing - 

propagation of the social capital project and the upsurge of support from global 

governance.  

 First, as an idea, social capital has been promoted to exploit values of social 

institutions that govern interactions among people (Putnam, 2000; Stigliz, 2001) - 

social possibility that NGOs also exploited. When third world societies were seen 

to be “imperfect” for generating “perfect” markets, property right relations or 

formal contracts, social capital proponents saw local networks rather than such  

__________________ 
(3) „resource lodging‟ meant the „sticking‟ of financial, human, material resources at various 

points in the chain from donors to recipients (Matthew at el, 2010: p.260) 
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formal contracts would be better alternatives – they saw social capital as the glue 

that holds societies together without which there can be no economic well-being 

(World Bank, 2008). This prominent discourse diffused in the last two decade 

made a case for NGOs‟ roles. “Imperfect contract” issue was not a problem for 

NGO as social contracts that are pervasive in third world societies constitute a 

“social formation” for active roles of NGOs. Rather than looking for formal 

markets, organisational hierarchies or government bureaucracies, social 

associations, i.e. social capital, were seen to be the backbone of NGOs‟ existence, 

their operations, and the delivery of accountability. Arguments for socialised 

form of accountability, as we see later in the chapter, are also linked to this 

pervasive concept of social capital.  

 However, we must be cautious here - there are some drawbacks in the idea 

of social capital. Putnam (2000) himself draws a distinction between “good” and 

“bad” social capital because not all traditions and norms that create social 

associations are seen to be valuable. While general social contracts would 

amenable to economic and social wellbeing, others would agitate against such 

orientations. However, as critiques (Sabetti, 1996, Tarrow, 1996, Goldberg, 1996, 

Levi, 1996, Poters and Landolt, 1996, Foley and Edwards, 1996; Harris, 2001) 

showed, Putnam‟s conception was not equipped with a methodological solution 

to such problems. Moreover, social capital was a way of neglecting development 

issues embedded in class relations in third world countries – social capital was 

seen as a “depoliticization of development” one that aims to “represent problems 

rooted in differences of power and in class relations as purely technical matters 

that can be resolved outside the political arena” (Harris, 2001, p. 2). Applying 

such critiques to NGOs, one would argue that transformation of social capital 
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into economic capital through the mechanisms of NGOs would not be a simple 

technical process. Rather, the process takes place in broader social economic and 

cultural ramifications, one that seeks to argue for a hegemonic analysis of NGO 

accountability which I tried to promote in this chapter.  

 The second development that affected the legitimacy of NGOs was the roles 

of global governance. The notion of global governance connotes a global order 

that seeks to govern the global south though the Western hegemony of 

knowledge and capital, and though co-opting with peripheral elites and managing 

counter-hegemonic movements in the periphery (Cox, 1993). The obvious actors 

coming to the scene here are the World Bank and the IMF. As it is now well-

known, these global organisations acted as mediating epistemic bodies promoting 

their 1980s neoliberal agenda that seek solutions to the problems of Keynesian 

economic policies. Rather than relying on “government solutions” to the 

problems of market failures, the World Bank and IMF advocated “market 

solutions” to the failures of governments. When seeking the ways of releasing 

governments from the clutches of their engagements in economic affairs, among 

the plethora of solutions such economic liberalisation, privatisation and new 

public management, NGOs were seen to be an inevitable alternative to both 

government mechanisms and private sector activities.   

 Some development scholars revealed how this global order could be 

implemented in peripheries though mechanisms of NGOs. Focusing on advocacy 

roles of NGO, Anand (2011) illustrated from an Indian example how RTI (Right-

to-Information) law can be used as a tool that makes local government 

accountable to the poor community. This was seen to be a unique example of 

how waste management programmes can be implemented with less bureaucracies 
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and inefficiencies. Concerning poverty alleviation programmes, Akella and 

Kidambi, 2007) illustrated how pervasive corruption could be eliminated and 

succeed in achieving the goals of such programmes. Such examples indicate that 

NGOs‟ existence has awaken the significance of social/moral accountability 

permeated through the above global governance turn. These social roles were 

much inflated in the last two decades or so, and some criticisms were, in turn, 

aggravated against these roles from some corners. Given the services these NGOs 

have rendered, one could argue that it is unfair to judge these organisations from 

moral perspectives as they could not have done “anything” at all. The discussions 

below would shed some light on such arguments.   

 

2.3.3   Upward/ Downward Discourse 

In understanding the concept of NGO accountability, as discussed above, it is 

important to consider the nature of NGO relationships. When an organisation 

engages in a number of relationships, its accountability become multi-

dimensional.  This multiple-accountability is the main, significant distinctive 

feature of NGOs, which makes them different from other state or market 

organizations. Edward and Hulme (1996) and Kaldor (2003) say multiple-

accountability basically works in two opposite directions, downwards to the 

partners, beneficiaries, staff and supporters, and upwards to trustees, donors and 

host governments. As mentioned, accountability in non- governmental 

organizations should be understood within the inherent complex multiple 

stakeholder relationship, which is a characteristic of NGOs.   Ebrahim (2003b) 

explains these multiple accountability relationships considering the internal 

context ant external context.  The accountability concept and practice based on 
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principle-agent relationship model cannot be applied to organizations that deal 

with multiple and competitive demands for accountability. There is an 

opportunity to develop a suitable form of accountability, which serves multiple 

stakeholders and satisfies their different accountability demands. Gray et al 

(2006) has examined the nature of relationships in the context of the NGOs 

operation and has enriched the notion of closeness of the relationship and related 

forms of accountability.  

Roberts and Scapens (1985) identify two types of contacts; firstly, face to 

face contacts, in which mutual knowledge is central to formation of 

accountability, and physical distance contacts, which utilise accounting 

information instead of mutual knowledge in the formation of accountability. Grey 

et al (2006) says that the closeness of a relationship shapes the nature of the 

accountability. This is an extension of the notion of closeness explained by Rawls 

(1972). These two types of relationships (close contacts and distance contacts) 

facilitate the process of formation of different types of accountability in an 

organization.  As accountability relationships vary from close to distance, the 

form of accountability varies from informal to formal.  Dixon et al (2006) and 

Goddard and Assad (2006) also addressed this issue.  The closeness of the 

relationship depends mainly on the context specific factors such as nature of the 

activity, the size of the organization, the nature of the power relationship, and the 

culture of the organisation. When understand link between the closeness of 

accountability relationship and the related form of accountability Gray et al 

(2006) have not paid attention over these contexts specific factors. Unerman and 

O‟Dwyer (2006) in their work on the theoretical staged model argued that NGO 

accountability relationships go beyond funders and beneficiaries to those who are 
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affected directly or indirectly by the activities of NGOs which involve in 

advocacy activities. They claim that it equally could be applied for welfare 

provision activities as well. In order to understand the accountability in a broader 

sense, they expanded the field of NGO stakeholders taking those who are 

affected indirectly by its activities into account.  

 

2.3.4 Delivery Mechanisms  

Most NGO accountability mechanisms that are commonly practiced have been 

borrowed from the business sector, even though their suitability is debated, in 

relation to how well it fulfils NGO accountability requirements. These 

accountability mechanisms have been developed in an environment more 

hierarchical, formal and structured than NGOs, where the nature, activities, 

objectives and map of relationships are totally different from that of the NGO 

context. Ebrahim (2003b) discusses five broad NGO accountability mechanisms, 

and divides them into two categories: tools and processes. Tools include reports, 

disclosure statements, performance assessments and evaluation. Processes 

include participation, self-regulation, and social audit (see, appendix 1 

Characteristics of Accountability Mechanisms). Tools show how the resources 

are allocated and spent but they do not explain the quality of service. In the 

context of the principle-agent relationship, between NGOs and donors, reporting 

is an important way of delivering accountability. The processes are characterized 

with less tangible and time-bounded. They emphasize the course of action, which 

must be taken, rather than a distinct end result.  Tools cannot measure 

behavioural changes, which are time consuming and relatively expensive but 

more meaningful as they are descriptive. A process-orientated definition of 
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accountability offers a more comprehensive meaning, not limited to the narrow 

and simple tools‟ interpretation.  An accountability process begins with the 

development of a clear mission statement, and broad stake-holder assessment. 

Importantly, Ebrahim (2003b) has analyzed each of the above mentioned 

mechanisms from three dimensions: upward-downward, internal-external, and 

functional-strategic.  But despite his substantial contribution to NGO 

accountability literature Ebrahim has not been able to address the issue of how 

NGOs deal with multiple, and sometimes competing, accountability demands. As 

Lisa Jordon (GPPI) explains, there are a series of NGO accountability 

mechanisms: log-frames, certification system, reporting requirements, rating 

systems, infrastructure and management capacity building tools, and codes of 

conduct. She says these mechanisms can help create a standard, by clearly 

defining expectations in contractual relationships. She has clarified the role of 

NGOs by allowing public or donors to evaluate NGOs on the terms set by 

donors. The drawback is that these mechanisms then prioritize the needs and 

desires of donors and governments over their other stakeholders.  

The accountability mechanisms should not be partial to donors or 

beneficiaries. Most accountability mechanisms are viewed as controlling 

elements, imposed by actors who are more powerful than the NGOs themselves 

(Jordon, GPPI). But accountability, and its mechanisms, should be seen as an 

aspect of democratic or good governance practice, rather than as a mechanism of 

control - especially in non-government organizations – and a way to achieve 

higher efficiency and effectiveness. It is evident that downward and internal 

accountability mechanisms remain comparatively underdeveloped (Ebrahim, 

2003, Jordon, GPPI). 
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Another point is that there is a close relationship between the reasons for the 

need for NGO accountability and NGO accountability mechanisms. As Jordon 

(GPPI) explains, NGOs have many reasons why they would want to deal with 

issues surrounding their accountability. Firstly, to avoid systems that are costly 

and do not respond to organizational or network learning needs. Secondly, to 

respond to stakeholders who are being influenced by the NGOs‟ decisions; 

thirdly, to improve out comes; lastly, to strengthen NGOs role within the civil 

society. Different types of accountability mechanisms are required to meet these 

demands, and often they are not those proposed by donors.  

It is also important to consider the pressure on accountability, which shapes 

NGO accountability mechanisms. Accountability pressure comes from different 

stake- holders – including individuals, groups, organizations and mangers of the 

organization. Responding to accountability pressure might be seen as, for 

example, being defensive, a move to justify actions, an effort to determine what 

is expected, an attempt to persuade sources of accountability pressure to change 

their expectations, and an avoidance of certain action (Carnaghan et al, 1996).  

When accountability pressure is central to the financial disclosure, accounting 

and other financial performance related information become important and 

relevant devices in this regards. The accountability process can be complex, 

especially when organisations act in response to accountability pressure, because 

of the conflicts in interest which among various stakeholders. An important 

mechanism that is often neglected by all actors in the accountability field is the 

communication strategy, in which transparency becomes the key element that 

helps NGOs to reach prioritized stakeholders. A good yardstick for the evaluation 

of an accountability mechanism is its ability to serve more than one stakeholder.  
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            2.3.5 Debating on Alternative Forms  

NGO accountability is discussed by dividing it into two forms.  They are named 

in different ways by different authors. Avina (1993) explains two kinds of 

accountability; short term or functional accountability (accounting for resources, 

use of resources and their immediate impact) and strategic or long-term 

accountability (accounting for the impact that a NGO‟s action has on the actions 

of other organizations and on the wider environment). NGOs and funders have 

focused primarily on short-term, functional accountability responses, at the cost 

of long-term strategic processes, which are necessary for long lasting social and 

political change. As a result of this over-emphasise on short term quantitative 

targets (including standardizing indicators which focus attention on individual 

projects or organizations and favouring hierarchical management structures) 

there is a   tendency to adopt accountancy rather than an accountability approach.  

Mary Kaldor (2003) addresses the issue of accountability in relation to civil 

society and identifies two types of accountability. They are moral accountability 

(accountability towards the public and beneficiaries) and procedural 

accountability (accountability to internal management). Moral accountability 

arises from the mission of the civil society actors. In this form of accountability it 

is important to understand who is responsible for ensuring that activities fulfil the 

mission. Along with moral accountability, most civil society actors have some 

sort of procedural accountability, the nature of which depends on the social 

composition of their group, and the type of funding and organizations. Everett 

(2007) discusses, in his research on humanitarian organizations, to what extent 

procedural (accounting forms) accountability is able to fulfil the accountability 
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requirements of those who call for it (the stake holders, including beneficiaries 

and donors). He also stated that performance indicators render performance only 

partly visible and that they are not morally and politically neutral, in respect of their 

effect, as was assumed by main-stream accounting scholars. Moreover, Everett raises the 

question of how accounting technologies and mechanisms should or should not be used 

in the humanitarian field for the delivery of accountability.  

Dixon et al. (2006) used a model of accountability which includes two forms, 

vertical and horizontal, to analyse NGO accountability. In order to examine the tensions 

between vertical and horizontal accountability, practiced in NGO involved in micro 

financing, a fourfold typology is employed, which was modelled on the vertical and 

horizontal accountability structure developed by Ritchie and Richardson (2000). This 

typology provides an opportunity to locate different forms of NGO accountability. Dixon 

et al conclude that the tensions between vertical and horizontal accountability can be 

directly translated into heightened pressure and stress on both the NGOs and its loan 

officers. That tension constrains overall accountabilities to other stakeholders and 

disguises other potential dysfunctions such as cheating and lying. Vertical accountability 

is identified as being hierarchical, formal, and rule bound. It is a simple and narrow form 

of accountability, facilitated by the principal-agent relationship where accounting 

information plays a central role. This type of model has explicit standards and 

procedures imposed by external stake-holders or internal rules. According to this model, 

Lewis and Madon (2004) introduced accountability as rule bounded responses by 

organizations and individuals who report to recognized authorities in order to ensure 

that the resources they received are used properly. This identification is similar to 

Edwards‟s (1995) definition of accountability. It is important to understand that formal 

relationships of power are formed within hierarchical models of accountability, rather 

than in informal systems of accountability.  The horizontal or relational model of 

accountability believes that organizations are socially constructed entities. Horizontal 
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accountability is socially diffused one. Thus, it is relatively uncontested and routine, and 

appears as a daily occurrence, customs and practice. It is lack of formal rules but wider 

relational commitments and based on unrecorded „spoken‟ accountability. Normally 

horizontal accountability is sidelined with vertical accountability (Dixon, et al, 2006).   

 The most commonly used and simple dichotomy of accountability is the 

formal /informal. It has been explained that accountability ranges from the formal 

(evaluation of agreed objectives that have to be met) to the informal (on-going 

discussions with partners) (Edwards and Hulme, 1995; Boland and Schultze, 

1996). There are some adverse criticisms concerning formal forms of 

accountability, which can be seen as a promotion for the informal forms of 

accountability. Gray et al (2006) says that the formal, visible form of NGO 

accountability is both unnecessary and counter-productive. Formal accountability 

procedures may discourage innovation and the speed of response for the 

accountability demands, and promote politicization and patronage   (Brown and 

Tendon, 1992; Farrington and Bebbington, 1993; Rademacher and Tamang, 

1993; Edwards and Hulme 1995).  

 Most of the NGO accountability issues are addressed at macro and 

conceptual level (eg. Edwards and Hulme, 1995; Gray et al 2006; Unerman and 

O‟Dwyer, 2006), and micro and in-depth level analysis is under researched. My 

study aims to address this research gap. When NGO accountability is perceived 

as a socially constructed concept, it is important to understand how it is 

constructed and developed in a specific context, how socio-political and 

economic factors shape its practice, and how these practices impact on the 

organization‟s mission, goals and activities.  

 

 



 32 

2.4 Established Perspectives on NGO Accountability 

As was mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, NGO accountability issues are 

explained by two different theoretical perspectives: the narrow or functional 

perspective and the broad or socialization perspective. This section analyses these 

two perspectives, in order to offer the theoretical underpinning for my study.  

 

2.4.1   Functional Perspectives  

Edwards and Hulme (1995a, & b) say NGO accountability is the means by which 

individuals and organizations report to a recognized authority or authorities and 

are held responsible for their actions.   This idea reflects the use of accounting 

procedures in the accountability process. Accounting is used as a tool to improve 

the efficiency and performance of an organization (Parker and Guthrie, 1993) and 

to help calculate the resources received, used and their immediate impact.  

Normally, NGOs should report to a higher authority about responsible use of the 

funds they receive. This is a major concern of accountability. Technical 

accounting procedures as an example  financial reports,  fulfil these functional, 

short term accountability requirements (Avina 1993; Najam, 1996; Ebrahim, 

2003) and are widely  practiced in the NGO sector, especially in order to 

maintain a long term relationship with donors which ensures continuity of funds.   

However, Edwards and Hulme (1995) give a very narrow and operational 

definition of NGO accountability, which facilitates the measuring of economic 

consequences (calculative practice), which are partial to one side of the NGOs 

relationship (upwards) and which does not provide enough understanding of the 

comprehensive concept of accountability practice in NGOs.  In the view of Dixon 

et al (2006), this position may not fully reflect the relational and socially-
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constructed nature of NGO accountability. In the broader sense accountability is 

understood as a social process and something more than formal reporting to a 

higher authority. 

 On the other hand, the narrow and functional perspective is strengthened by 

the principal-agent relationship model in the NGO context.  The principal–agent 

relationship is very formal and subordinates the interests of agents to the 

principal, who has the legal, economic and moral right to demand an account of 

the agent‟s conduct. In this context, the agent is obliged to give an account of the 

way he/she spends the funds effectively and economically - as agreed with the 

funding bodies. The Financial reporting and budgeting play an important role in 

this regard. This kind of reporting is basically rule-bounded and focused more 

short-term efficiency of the service delivered.  Here, it is obvious that financial 

dimensions are prominent, rather than non-financial dimensions.  The functional, 

short-term approach prioritises measurable, quantifiable elements, within a single 

project, over elements that less tangible complex to measure but cause to changes 

in social and political process (Ebrahim, 2005).  According to the principal–agent 

model, functional accountability focuses upward to donors, governments, and 

trustee boards, rather than downwards, to the communities from whom they get 

their legitimacy (Ebrahim, 2003, 2005; Najam, 1996). 

 Multiple stakeholder relationships in the NGO sector are different from 

principal-agent relationships and the mechanisms focus upwards, sometimes 

make NGO accountability weaker. Unerman and O‟Dwyer (2006) developed a 

theoretical framework to explore how NGOs should be accountable for their 

activities. The framework focused on NGOs involved in advocacy roles. In this 

theoretical model Unerman and O‟Dwyer separated accountability duties into 
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several stages, which ranged from the broader focus to the very narrow focus - in 

line with what was happening in commercial organizations. They related the 

narrow focus of corporate accountability (accountability to shareholders) with 

NGO accountability to the NGOs management board. But they also found that 

this narrow focus would be inadequate when an NGO engaged in multiple 

stakeholder relationships.    

Narrow functional accountability in NGO sector paves the way for 

accountancy, rather than accountability, audit rather than learning. It over- 

emphasizes short term quantitative targets and standardizing indicators, focuses 

attention on individual projects or organizations, and favours hierarchical 

management structures. In this approach, funders direct NGOs to utilise 

evaluation and monitoring mechanisms, such as logical framework analysis in 

order to demonstrate accountability for spending funds for designated purposes 

(Najam, 1996: p.342).  NGO accountability may focus too much on control 

functions - for example asking the question, is money being spent properly? - 

rather than on learning through evaluation and monitoring and sharing 

information and experience (Edwards and Hulme, 1995), as is the case in public 

or private sector organizations.  The adequacy and consequences of short term 

functional accountability in the process of NGO accountability is yet to be 

researched. Everett (2007) stressed that when we use accounting techniques as a 

solution for accountability problems, performance is only partly visible and 

numerically calculable but not incalculable performance which are more 

important or meaningful in service oriented humanitarian organizations.  

Edwards and Hulme (1996) argue that upward accountability damages the NGOs 

ability to act as an effective catalyst for social changes, as accountability to 
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donors concentrated too much on control functions, at the expense of learning 

and sharing (O‟Dwyer and Unerman, 2006). Gray et al (2006) said that 

functional accountability mechanisms, such as appraisal, monitoring and 

evaluation procedures (insisted on by donors) may distort accountability and is 

counterproductive.                     

 

2.4.2   Socialising Perspective 

NGO accountability could not be mitigated considering it as a short term, 

functional practice.  In order to obtain a comprehensive understanding of NGO 

accountability, it should be perceived as a broad social practice, rather than as a 

functional one. The broad social perspective facilitates the exploration of NGO 

accountability in social, political, cultural and economic means.  An NGO as a 

civil society organisation, in its aims, structure, process and relationships, is 

distinct from other economic and state organizations, and it interacts within wider 

socio-political and cultural environments. Corporate accountability models ill suit 

the NGO, where matters such as trust, emotions, conscience, social contracts and 

mutuality all enter into the relationship (Gray et al., 2006: p.17 quoted in 

Davison, J, 2007: p. 135). As NGOs‟ actions affect, and are affected by, other 

individuals and organizations (Najam, 1996; Edwards and Hulme, 2002; 

Unerman and O‟Dwyer, 2006). Therefore, accountability should be understood in 

a wider social context, rather than through the functional perspective. Most 

academics emphasize this fact and have stressed that in order to understand NGO 

accountability it is necessary to explore the implicit, informal socializing 

practices of accountability, rather than its explicit formal functional practices 

(Roberts and Scapen, 1985; Roberts, 1991; Edwads and Hulme, 1995; Tandone, 
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1997; O‟Dwyer and Unerman 2007, Unerman and O‟Dwyer 2006). Many 

scholars encourage NGOs to move from functional accountability to broader 

social accountability since NGOs‟ wider social impacts such as the impacts of 

their actions made on other organizations, individuals and the wider environment 

include in accountability Najam, 1996; Edwards and Hulme, 2002; Unerman and 

O,Dwyer, 2006; O‟Dwyer and Unerman, 2007). Narrow functional 

accountability focuses on isolated project activities (Edwards and Hulme, 2002) 

whereas social accountability focuses explicitly on NGO impact on its key 

constituencies (Najam, 1996; Cronin and O‟Regan 2002; Ebrahim, 2003b, 2005; 

Dillon, 2004; Lloyed, 2005).  Accountability is a complex issue that cannot be 

understood simply by examining record keeping systems, standard operating 

procedures, and regulation manuals. The practice of giving importance to the 

measurable (visible) elements while keeping them distinct from immeasurable 

(invisible and can be forgotten) elements is still dominant in the process of 

accountability in NGO sector. Some researchers believed that these 

immeasurable factors possess the powerful reality of the context where 

accountability is practiced but yet to be proved. To understand NGO 

accountability we may need to look for less obvious and informal systems of 

accounts (Gray, et al 2006). Normally, social accountability is sidelined by 

functional accountability (Dixon, et al 2006) and, in practice, NGO 

accountability to different stakeholder groups seems weak (Najam, 1996; 

Edwards and Hulme, 2002).                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    

As O‟Dwyer and Unerman (2007) explain, the NGO‟s representation of the 

people who seek its help, its openness to its beneficiaries, and its responsibility 

for the indirect impact of its activities are central matters which are reflected in 
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the broader social accountability perspective. This perspective accommodates all 

the achievements of an NGO mission, including the functional aspect of 

accountability (Unerman and O‟dwyer, 2006). Accountability issues are formed 

in different backgrounds - social, political, cultural, and economic - and at 

corporate and/or organizational level. To examine the practice of NGO 

accountability and its impact on the community, especially in a developing 

context in which cultural values and political practices are important, the broader 

social perspective is more suitable than the functional perspective.  

Research on NGO accountability has paid little attention to the concept of 

civil society and NGO accountability. Exploring the background development of 

civil society enhances an understanding of the nature of NGOs and their role and 

responsibility to other organizations in society.  Civil society is recognized as a 

broader socio-cultural and political context, in which NGOs form, develop and 

perform their specific activities. The socio-economic and historical rationale for 

developing these concepts - Civil society and NGOs paves the way for 

articulating the theoretical framework of my study - which focuses on the social 

and cultural ramifications of NGO accountability in a developing context. 

Understanding civil society and NGOs is an important aspect of my study, as 

NGO accountability is socially constructed concept that is fundamentally shaped 

in civil society.  

 

2.5 Civil Society Perspectives on NGOs 

The nature of civil society is a hotly debated concept without a single fixed 

meaning and a set of distinctive features. Its meaning shifts from time to time and 

is contested by different philosophical traditions (Chandhoke, 1995, Gray et al, 



 38 

2006). Since the latter part of the seventeenth century, civil society‟s nature and 

scope, and its relationship with the state and the public, have been discussed by 

political and sociological literature. More recently development and accounting 

researchers, through their exploration of social and economic development, 

particularly in developing societies, have also contributed to the civil society 

debate. This has resulted in a myriad of analysis and interpretations of the 

concept, making its meaning multifarious and complex. I intend to focus on the 

distinctive characteristics of civil society and the NGO. 

 

2.5.1 Creation of the Modern World 

Broadly, the concept of civil society was created in modern times, simultaneously 

with economic, social and political changes in the society. Despite its recent 

revitalization, the concept originally emerged when the feudal mode of 

production transformed into a capitalist economy in Europe. It symbolised 

freedom, anti-statism and the defence of democracy. The development of civil 

society is related to the rise of the secular state, and the development of the 

institution of private property, democratic ruling structures, individual rights, 

constitutionalism, and the rule of law (Chandhoke 1995; Hann and Dann 1996; 

Howell and Pears, 2001; Gray, at el 2006).  

The early theorists of the concept, Hobbes and Locke in the seventeenth 

century, identified civil society as an advanced and civilized form of social and 

political organization, which emerged opposed to the state of nature. They 

deliberately used the term civil society to distinguish its rise as a civilized social 

formation and its encouragement of the development of the democratic political 
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culture that gradually paved the way for new initiatives that were unknown in 

feudal societies.  

In the eighteenth century, the concept was further enhanced by the writings 

of Adam Fergusen and other classical economics theorists. They, commonly, saw 

civil society as a progressive evolution to the commercial stage. Civil society 

could be contrasted with oriental and occidental despotism, feudalism and other 

primitive societies dominated by tyrants. Indeed, to them it was the final and 

most advanced stage of human growth and development, which ensured havens 

of free competition and peaceful social interaction. 

Fergusen characterized civil society by its moral and cultural 

accomplishments, its complex division of labour, its subjection of the 

government to the rule of law, and by its sense of public spiritedness. Adam 

Smith, a leading figure among classical economists, saw civil society as the 

property of commercial societies, and argued that the commercial society is not 

only marked the progress in the forces of production but by more importantly 

marked by manners and morals, laws and reason which are considered to be 

advanced. In this society, according to Smith, the growth of wealth and liberty 

was possible. This was not known in early feudal and primitive societies, which 

were based on personnel dependence and bondage. Classical economists 

identified the nature of civil society as a creation of the modern world.  

In the nineteenth century, the modern idea of civil society was further 

refined by Hegel and Marx who, following the classical economists, related civil 

society primarily to capitalist development, through market interaction and the 

rise of bourgeoisie. To Hegel, civil society was the achievement of the modern 

world (Kaldor, 2003), and to Marx it was the product of the modern world - a 
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creation of the bourgeoisie democratic revolution, which accompanied 

unprecedented revolutions in science and technology (Bobbio, 1988). Liberal 

thinkers in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, related civil society to 

specific modern political developments, such as representative democracy, 

electoral competition, universal suffrage, and citizens‟ rights. 

 

2.5.2 Distinct from State and Market  

Civil society has not been viewed as an absolute concept but has often been 

identified as a relative term. As mentioned above, the social contract theorists 

saw its emergence to be contrary to the state of nature and to the classical 

economists, its evolution coinciding with the demise of primitive and feudal 

social and economic structures. Similarly, its subsequent proponents describe the 

civil society often arguing its existence as against to the state and market. 

However, until Hegel, its early theorists had not identified civil society as 

something which could be distinguished from either state or market.  And it was 

often explored as a conceptual summation of all economic, social and political 

formations. 

It was Hegel who, for the first time, identified a dichotomy between the 

state and civil society; a suggestion that had an immense impact on subsequent 

theorists.  Hegel defined civil society as a social formation, intermediate between 

the family and the state (Moutner, 1999; Gray at el, 2006). He equated it with the 

economy and described it as a territory of mediation where there is free play for 

every idiosyncrasy, every talent, every accident of birth and fortune, and where 

waves of passion gush forth, regulated only by reason, glinting through them 

(quoted in Camoroff and Camaroff, 1999, P. 3 in Kaldor, 2003).  
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Later, Marx and Engels developed Hegel‟s view of the state-civil society 

dichotomy but argued against that the state always remains subordinate to civil 

society. According to them, civil society is the theatre of history, which embraces 

all the material relations of individuals within a definite stage of the development 

of productive forces. However, Marx and Engels were critical of the concept and 

asserted that civil society is an illusion that needs to be unmasked. They argued 

that the apparent freedom of action civil society offers to individuals disguises 

underlying realities of class exploitation. They further argued that the capitalist 

state, instead of resolving the tension of civil society, cements the power of the 

ruling class. Citizens are hopelessly fragmented, alienated from each other and 

from their species-being ( self), as well as from the means of production and the 

product of their labour (Bobbio, 1988).  

According to the liberal individualist approach, civil society is distinct from 

political society and the state and market.  It represents a private relationship 

between citizens and their non-political associations. But, in this explanation, the 

concept of civil society is challenged as it is widely accepted that all human 

communities inherently being political (Hann and Dann, 1996). 

In the twentieth century, Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci narrowed the 

concept to apply to forms of social interaction that are distinct from both the state 

and the market (Kaldor, 2003).  According to Bobbio (1988), the theoretical 

innovation of Gramsci lies in his elevation of civil society, which was allotted to 

the substructure by Marx and later Marxists (and identified with the forces of 

material production), to the super structure, and his division of the super-

structure into civil and political movements. Gramsci first asserts the primacy of 
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the super structure, i.e. of ideology over economics, and, secondly, the primacy 

of civil over political society. 

As a result of this discourse, the duality model of state and market was 

replaced by the triadic model of state, civil society and market (Howell and 

Pears, 2001). However, there are different positions regarding the desired 

relations between the three nodes of this trinity. Two broad positions are 

identified - main stream and alternative approaches.  

The mainstream approach displaced the extreme form of neo-liberalism and 

maintained the state needs to take on basic minimal functions such as health, 

education etc. It is necessary for the state to ensure a regulatory framework that 

not only facilitates capital accumulation but also minimizes the negative effects 

of such accumulation on the environment. In this scenario civil society has a key 

role in ensuring the transparency and accountability of the state, while seeking 

solutions to common social problems.  

Civil society also contributes to the economy through a myriad of non-profit 

income and employment generating activities, and stimulates social integration, 

that is endangered when individuals are given total freedom to pursue their self 

interest and personal gain (Howell and Pears, 2001). It is obvious that 

mainstream approach assumes that there is a harmony among civil society, state 

and the market.  

An alternative position argues that there is a basic mistrust of assumed 

harmony between state, civil society and the market. Alternative approach 

critiques the growth of urbanization and the industrialization of capitalism as the 

only route to economic development, and says that the state is the prime 

authoritative agency of social and political order. In this vision, civil society 
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reflects a much broader intellectual and political space, where alternative routes 

to economic prosperity and social justice can be explored. It stressed that civil 

society should be seen in terms of collective identity, goals and social solidarity 

(Howell and Pears, 2001). 

 

2.5.3 Ensemble of Organizations 

The identification of civil society as an ensemble of organizations is another 

approach to the concept. In the nineteenth century, De Toequeville, a key liberal 

thinker, conceptualized civil society as a plurality of associations that brings 

individuals together in common concerns. These concerns were identified as 

parties, public opinion, churches, moral crusades, literary and scientific societies, 

professional and recreational associations – all  possessing supra abundant force 

and energy. These associations bring isolated individuals together; unite efforts 

of minds (which have a tendency to diverge), urging them vigorously towards 

one single end; and contribute to both political and civil life (De Tocqueville, 

1900, Vol. 1, in Chandhoke, 1995: p.111). Chandhoke states these associations 

lend coherence to public life, cultivating civic virtues and inculcating democratic 

values - thus the feelings and opinions are recruited, the heart is enlarged and the 

human mind is developed.  Liberals believed that the plurality of associations of 

civil society, which reconciled private and public interests, acted as a guarantee 

against the unmitigated exercise of state power (Chandhoke, 1995).   

Gramsci‟s understanding is more or less akin to the Toquevilleian 

conception above. Gramsci saw civil society as an ensemble of different 

organizations, existing and functioning separately from the state (political society 

placed in the super structure),  such as political parties, trade unions, religious 
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organizations, cultural and social associations, youth and women‟s societies, 

human rights associations, newspapers, radio, theatres and educational 

institutions (Sassoon, 1980). In identifying this organizational composition of 

civil society, both Toquevilleian and Gramscian theorizations are influential. 

Kaldor‟s (2003) explanation of civil society is also important. She broadly 

identified three different versions of civil society. Firstly, the activist - which she 

says exists in Latin American and East Europe. This reflects the idea that instead 

of changing the state, in order to change the relationship between the state and 

society, self-organized institutions, independent of the state and which could 

challenge its reach, are created (Michnik, 1985, in Kaldor, 2003). This notion is 

reflected in the terms anti-politics (Conrad, 1984, Havel, 1985) and living in 

truth (Havel, 1985). According to Habermas civil society is composed of more or 

less spontaneously emergent associations, organizations and movements that 

attune to how social problems resonate in the private sphere, and transmit 

reaction to these problems to the public sphere. Civil society comprises a 

network of associations that institutionalizes problem-solving discourses and 

general interests inside the framework of organized public spheres (Ehrenberg, 

1999, in Kaldor, 2003).   

 Kaldor‟s second version is the neo-liberal notion which he describes in 

association with ideas about the third or non profit sector. This developed in the 

USA in the 1970s (Etzioni, 1961; Salamon and Anheier, 1996).  The idea was 

based on the fact that in the USA there was a group of organizations not 

controlled by the state or market but which played an essential role in facilitating 

the operation of both. Kaldor says this conception of civil society owes much to 

the Toquevilleian emphasis of associationalism and the neo-liberal agenda of 
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minimizing the role of the state. It is stressed that NGOs, charities, and voluntary 

associations are more flexible and innovative than the state, and can substitute 

the state in the provision of social services. According to Kaldor it was this 

version was taken up by western donors in the early 1990s.  

Kaldor‟s (2003) third version is the post-modern version, which emerged 

after criticism of the activist and neo-liberal versions (Comaroff and Comaroff, 

1999). The main contention was that there can not be an arbitrary division 

between good westernized civil society and bad traditional civil society.  It has 

been argued that outside Western Europe and North America civil society, in the 

sense of individual rights and voluntary associations, has never been extended 

much beyond a few capital cities (Hann and Dunn, 1996; Mumdani, 1996; 

Koonings and Krujit, 1999 in Kaldor 2003). Post modernists stress that civil 

society is based on various traditional and neo-traditional organizations (eg of 

kinship and religion) that remain autonomous of the state and offer alternative 

sites of power or spaces (Kaldor, 2003). For example, these would include 

religious and bazaar institutions and groups under the control of powerful 

mullahs in Iran, and the Turkish Islamist Ali Bulac - that promotes self 

governing, in order to minimise the role of the state.        

 

2.5.4   The Domain of Cultural and Ideological Practices  

Civil society can basically be identified as a context-specific and culturally 

influenced concept. Further, it can be argued that civil society forms a domain of 

distinct social, cultural and ideological practices. Gramsci, who contributed much 

to civil society discussion in the twentieth century, stressed the importance of 

establishing an understanding of civil society. He said, understanding culture and 
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ideology was critical to a full appreciation of the nature of civil society. 

According to Gramsci civil society means active organized formation and 

association in the cultural sphere. According to Gellner (1994), there is no 

society without culture and no culture without prejudgment. Therefore, civil 

society is a context-specific concept which differs from culture to culture.  He 

differentiated it both from the economy and state.  He further stressed that civil 

society is a context in which culture played an important role in providing 

societal cohesion and continuity in the event of societal chaos triggered by the 

failure of both an undemocratic state and a totalitarian economy (Gray, et al, 

2006). 

I have attempted, instead of understanding civil society as an absolute 

concept, to discuss four distinctive features of civil society, through different 

traditions and intellectual analyses. My main contention is that civil society 

should be seen in a broad socio-cultural and political context, which makes a 

single, simple definition impossible. Understanding the complex and contested 

nature of the concept could be facilitated by viewing it through a macro lens.  

 Broadly, civil society could be identified as a society of rights-bearing 

citizens.  This view was created in modern society, strengthened by capitalist and 

democratic developments, which replaced feudal and primitive socio-economic, 

political and cultural structures. In this context, western democratic and liberal 

principles, and legal and ruling structures, ensure a concern for individual and 

human rights impacts on the establishment and strengthening of civil society.  

Civil society can be distinguished from the state and market and seen as a 

myriad of different organizations, individual groupings and movements – which 

aim to achieve multiple objectives which ensure the wellbeing of different 
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societies. However, in the civil society, political parties and religious 

organizations are phenomenal and distinguish from other civil society 

organizations. Political parties perform aiming to achieve the state power and 

religious organizations function aiming at the spiritual development of the 

people. Civil society could be considered as a context-specific and culturally 

influenced concept. The concept of civil society and its role shed light to 

understand its myriads organizations and their functions.   

 

2.5.5 The NGO as a Civil Society Organization 

Identifying the NGO is not easy because of its inherited complex nature. The 

terms NGOs and civil society have been used interchangeably, - but this seems 

an oversimplification of the concept of civil society.  However, this implies the 

importance given to the NGOs and its role in civil society. As Gray et al (2006) 

state, the definition of NGO is contested, as is the concept of civil society. In this 

context, it is important to understand the NGO as a civil society organization. 

A civil society organization is formed by people freely associating together, 

in order to do something that they all value and are prepared to act on (Holloway, 

2004). Civil society organizations vary in terms of the degree of their formality, 

size, geographic scope of activities, rationale for operation, and linkage to the 

market/state/family (Gray et al, 2006).  When identifying the NGO as a civil 

society organization, or a civil society actor, Kaldor‟s definition (2003) is useful 

to this study. She categorizes civil society organisations into four types, which 

overlap each other. She distinguishes each type of organization according to its 

mission, activities, social composition and nature.  
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Table 2.1: Civil society organizations  

 Social 

movements  

NGOs Social 

organizations 

Nationalist and 

religious 

organization 

Mission Emancipation of 

the poor and 

excluded 

Development and 

humanitarian 

relief 

Protection and 

promotion of 

members 

interests 

Empowerment of national 

and religious groups 

Activities  Protest, 

demonstrations, 

mediatique 

events 

Service provision 

and advocacy  

Service provision 

and lobbying 

Mobilization through 

media, religious 

organizations and some 

times violence  

Social 

composition 

Activists, 

committed 

individuals, 

students 

Professional staff Workers, 

farmers, 

employees, local 

communities, 

displaced persons 

Newly urbanized groups, 

peasants 

Forms of 

organization 

Loose horizontal 

coalitions, 

network 

Range from 

bureaucratic and 

corporate to 

small scale and 

informal  

Range from 

vertical and 

hierarchical to 

informal 

networks 

Vertical and hierarchical 

although can involve 

networks of tightly 

organized cells, 

charismatic leadership 

Kaldor (2003), civil society actors (organizations)  

  

From the above table, it is obvious that the NGO is a civil society organization. It 

is distinguished from other civil society organizations, especially, in terms of its 

mission, activity and social composition. NGOs are purposeful, role bound social 

units (Fowler, 1997: p.20) and they are distinct from state organizations and 

business organizations. As Kaldor explains, if NGOs are identified as civil 

society organizations, it implicit NGOs own rights in the society. In this sense, 

NGOs have the right to question the state‟s activities and negotiate with 

governments, private business organizations, international NGOs and 

development policy makers, in order to help secure the well being of the general 

public-from whom they get their legitimacy. Moreover, as a civil society 

organization, the NGO has a responsibility to the state providing a voice for the 

general public. Along with this right, among civil society organizations, non 
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governmental organizations (NGOs) emerging as specific section and play a 

significant role. On the important role of NGOs,  Edwards (2000) explains that if 

civil society were an iceberg, NGOs would be some of the more noticeable peaks 

above the water line, leaving others silently below (Edwards, 2000, in Gray at el, 

2006).   

From the available literature, it is clear there has been no research 

addressing the issues of NGO accountability through a political economic theory 

approach, which explores the socio-political and economic implications of NGO 

accountability practice.   Accountability is shaped by the ethics and values of 

society, since it is constituted as a social process.  Roberts (1996) explains that 

accountability in organizations is aimed at the strategic or instrumental 

consequences of action; however, in a deeper sense, accountability also includes 

a moral dimension that may not be best served by systems of organizational 

accountability. In NGOs, the social and moral dimensions of accountability 

become more important in order to understand the process of formation of 

accountability and its practice.  Taking that into account, this study will focus on 

the socio-political and cultural ramifications of the NGO accountability processes 

in a developing context, utilising the political economy theory approach.  The 

next section presents the theoretical framework developed in line with the theory 

of hegemony, explained by Gramsci (1971), on which analysis in this study is 

based.  

 

2.6 Gramscian Perspectives on NGO Accountability  

Hegemony is understood by different academics in different ways (Williams, 

1960; Bates, 1975; Femia, 1975; Joll, 1977; Adamson, 1980; Sassoon, 1987; 
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Cooper, 1995; Goddard, 2002) and used to analyse social and political power in 

modern democratic economies. In this study I view hegemony as an intellectual 

and moral leadership achieved by engineering the consensus, through the 

manipulation of the content of cultural formations (caste, family relations, social 

division, values, believes and attitudes) and other major institutions, such as 

religion, media and education. Gramsci viewed hegemony as a series of dialectic 

opposites: force and consent, authority and hegemony, and direct domination and 

indirect domination. For Gramsci, hegemony is not a static concept but a 

continuing process which includes two phases: hegemony creation and hegemony 

maintaining (Adamson, 1980; Kylie, 13.07.2007).  

As Gramsci explains, supremacy of a social group or a political leadership 

emerges and is maintained in two ways, force or consent (that is coercion or 

hegemony). Hegemony of a political party in civil society may result in state 

power.  Any ruling class obtains the political power it needs to establish 

hegemony (that is intellectual and moral leadership) in civil society (Joll, 1977; 

Simon, 1991). A political party is in the state power engineers its dominance by 

coercive power, along with hegemony in civil society.  The coercive power of the 

state is considered and exercised as it is taken for granted. In contrast, in civil 

society, a social group can create and maintain its hegemony through the consent 

of the people, by manipulating different cultural formations and intuitions.  

Hegemony can be achieved through consent, by establishing an ideology 

which eventually leads to the creation of a national will. And, also consent can 

win offering improved material conditions to different groups (Cooper, 1995). As 

she stressed material conditions has similar power to the ideology for winning the 

consent of the civil society. A political society (state) maintains its hegemony by 



 51 

using coercive power in addition to consent while a civil society organization 

maintains its hegemony through consent providing with material conditions in 

addition to the establishment of ideology.  

Gramsci explains the concept of hegemony to illustrate the way that a 

political party becomes a ruling class, by gaining state power through consent. 

But, Gramsci‟s concept of hegemony is not only applied to the proletarian 

struggle (as is the case of Russia) but to society as a whole (Joseph, 2000). 

Hence, the hegemonic framework offers a way to analyse how an NGO gains 

social power without having the political intention of providing social services on 

a par with the ruling parties.  

A theoretical framework is developed for this study, based on Gramsci‟s 

theory of hegemony, in order to explain the empirical realities in the process of 

emergence, practice and transformation of NGO accountability in a specific 

socio-economic and politico-cultural context.  As explained above, accountability 

is identified as a socially constructed concept and as a social process, which 

depends on a set of relationships among social actors. These social relationships 

construct the nature of NGO accountability and shape its practice. The hegemony 

theory provides an analytical premise to understand contextual realities in the 

formation and practice of NGO accountability.  

The theoretical framework of this study is illustrated in figure 1. It presents 

how the socialised form of accountability is established, functions and is then 

transformed into a functional form of accountability. It is explored in line with 

the hegemonic process; that is the creation of hegemony and its maintenance. 

Hegemony and accountability are interrelated and interdependent social 

processes that are formed, shaped and established in specific cultural, political 
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and economic contexts. Throughout the hegemonic process the practice of 

accountability can be seen. The hegemony of a civil society organization can be 

created and maintained through the consent of society. Civil society 

organizations have a moral bond/obligation to society to perform its activities as 

they gain the legitimacy for their activities from the society. The moral obligation 

may create through the establishment of an ideology of the organization in the 

society. The establishment of an ideology can be seen as an educational process, 

which is performed by intellectuals over long periods of time.  In this process, an 

organization delivers its accountability through performing its activities while 

justifying them ideologically. As a result, the organization gains the consent of 

society.  In turn, the organization maintains its hegemony through the consent of 

the society. Thus, it can be seen that the process of NGO accountability becomes 

inseparable from the process of the creation and maintenance of hegemony.   
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Figure 2.1:        Theoretical Framework, Hegemony and   

                              NGO Accountability 

 

 

 

 

 

Source; Sayer, 2001; Sassoon, 1980; Jol, 1977; Wicramasinghe, 2006; Roberts, 

1991; Edwards & Hulme, 1995; Gramsci,1971; Goddard, 2002. 
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2.6.1 Hegemony:  Ideological Leadership 

For the creation and maintenance of hegemony, ideological unity is one of the 

most important factors. Through ideology a collective will is formed. The role of 

ideology can be seen as the cement binding together a bloc of diverse social 

forces, as an agent of social unification (Simon, 1991; Goddard, 2002). Thus, 

ideology provides a basis for intellectual and moral leadership.  

Simon (1982: p.59) explains ideologies have a material existence, in the 

sense that they are embodied in the social practices of individuals, institutions 

and organizations, within which these social practices take place. These 

organizations include civil society, the state and economic organizations. All 

these organizations play a part in elaborating, sustaining and spreading ideologies 

(Goddard, 2002). Civil society is the market place of ideas, which intellectuals 

enter as salesmen. In the formation of collective will, through ideology, 

intellectuals play an indispensable role in society.  

As Gramsci explains the achievement and maintenance of hegemony is 

largely a matter of education; every relation of hegemony is necessary a 

pedagogic relationship. The degree of success of such an educational programme 

is demonstrated by the extent to which a collective national will is formed (Joll, 

1977). In the process of formation a national will, the role of intellectuals is vital 

and necessary. Gramsci explains that active intellectuals are of prime important 

to the creation and maintenance of hegemony. In creating a social will and 

forming a popular national bloc it is essential that intellectual leaders do not lose 

in touch with the masses and their ideas. Intellectuals should understand the 

feelings and passions of the people and should not detach from them. They 

should bridge the gap between the people and themselves and their ideas and 
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feelings should reflect the people‟s, winning hearts and mind. An emotional and 

moral social bond should be created between intellectuals and the people. 

Without such a bond this relationship be reduced to contacts of a purely 

bureaucratic, formal kind. Therefore, intellectuals should be able to tune in to 

popular beliefs and sentiment (QCP. 1505: PN p.418) 

Gramsci stresses that all people in society are inherently intellectuals, even 

though only a few of them perform the intellectual role. According to Gramsci 

there are two kinds of intellectuals - traditional and organic (Gramsci, 1971). 

Organic intellectuals are more closely bound to the class to which they are belong 

(Joll, 1977). Traditional intellectuals are the people who perform the tasks of 

intellectual leadership in a given society. Bates (1975) explains that a hegemonic 

struggle requires a leadership of intellectuals on a mass scale.  

 

2.6.2 Organic Crisis  

Organic crisis is, as Gramsci explains, one in which there is a breakdown of the 

social relations and institutions which hold society together (Hall, 1984, p.12 in 

Goddard, 2002). Such a crisis will consist of a struggle to create a new balance of 

political forces, requiring a reshaping of state institutions and formation of new 

ideologies.  In this situation the credibility of the state is weaken, so far as the 

public are concerned, and state hegemony is in crisis. This kind of organic crisis 

manifests as a crisis of hegemony, in which the people do not believe the words 

of national leaders and begin to abandon traditional parties. The main factor in 

such a crisis is the frequent failure of the ruling class. But still it demands the 

consent and sacrifices of the people (Bates, 1975).  Such a crisis can be resolved 

by creation of new hegemony (Goddard, 2002). It has taken a long time to 
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achieve a hegemony and the strategies employed in this period can be identified 

in Gramscian terms as war of position. 

 

2.6.3 War of Position  

Hegemony should be established through a war of position. Gramsci explained 

that in advanced capitalist societies, where civil society is developed, the 

different strategy- war of position should be adopted instead of a war of 

movement, in order to acquire the hegemony prior to the state power. Gramsci 

said that the circumstances in Western Europe differed greatly from those in 

Russia. The basic difference between Russia and Western Europe was in the 

relative strength of state and civil society. Gramsci describes the state in Western 

European as an outer ditch, behind which stands a powerful system of fortress 

and earthwork that is civil society.  

 In Russia, the state was everything, civil society was primordial and gelatinous; 

in the West, there was proper relation between state and civil society, and when 

the state trembled a sturdy structure of civil society was at once reviled                      

(Gramsci, SPN, 1971; p. 238) 

Gramsci argued that the war of movement could not be effective against the 

hegemonic state societies of Western Europe. The alternative strategy is the war 

of position, which slowly builds up the strength of the social foundations of a 

new state. In Western Europe the struggle had to be won in civil society in the 

first place. The war of position developed civil society is the effective method to 

achieve state hegemony. In the process of establishing the hegemony, the slow 

modification of the people‟s consciousness is of prime important during the 

period of the war of position. Gramsci distinguishes three levels of consciousness 
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in the movement towards hegemony and the creation of historic bloc: the 

economic–corporative, which is aware of the specific interests of a particular 

group; the solidarity or class consciousness, which extends to a whole social class 

but remains at a purely economic level; and the hegemonic, which bring the 

interests of the leading class into harmony with those of subordinate classes and 

incorporates  interests into an ideology, expressed in universal terms (Gramsci, 

1971, p. 180-195). 

 

2.7 Research Questions and a Summing Up 

This chapter has reviewed the existing literature on NGO accountability. The 

notion of NGO accountability and its practice were identified and this practice 

was compared to that of profit-oriented organizations. From the available 

literature, it is evident that NGO accountability has been researched in relation to 

four main issues that is the pressure for NGO accountability, multiple 

accountability relationships, accountability mechanisms, and alternative forms of 

accountability.  There are two main theoretical perspectives of NGO 

accountability, the narrow- functional perspective and the broader social 

perspective.   

Most NGO literature can be identified as conceptual and theoretical, while 

only a little is based on empirics. This has focused on issues of the forms and 

practices of NGO accountability. From the available literature it is evident that 

the concept of civil society is neglected and has been overlooked by the 

researchers attempting to theorize NGO accountability. A definition of NGOs is 

complicated but they have been identified as civil society organizations 

distinctive from state and business organizations.  This differentiation is 
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important for identify the form and practice of NGO accountability. NGO 

accountability is perceived as a social process and, as such, it is important to 

understand the social, political and economic ramifications of the formation, 

function and transformation of NGO accountability - which is yet to be 

researched. This study examines the formation and transformation of NGO 

accountability in light of the theory of hegemony.  

This chapter has presented the theoretical framework of this study, which is 

based on Gramsci‟s hegemonic concept. It has elaborated the hegemonic concept 

and its components, organic crisis and the war of position. The theoretical 

framework has been developed in the belief that the process of hegemony and the 

form and practice of NGO accountability are interrelated and interdependent; 

both these concepts are taken to be socially constructed, and articulated within 

cultural, political and economic processes.  And, they are context-specific, and 

influenced and shaped by socio-political and cultural dimensions.  The 

interrelationship, interaction and interdependence between hegemonic and NGO 

accountability processes have been the specific focus of this chapter. With this in 

mind, the following two research questions are posed, in order to locate this study 

within existing literature.  

1. Did a process of hegemonic formation of NGO give rise to a particular form of       

accountability?  If so, how did this occur and why?  

2. Did this accountability form transform while maintaining hegemony? If so, 

how did this happen and why? 

 

These research questions will be answered by analysing the empirical data of 

a case in Sri Lanka. Due to easy access, I selected a particular civil society 
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organisation, an NGO involved in humanitarian and community development 

activities.  The analysis is undertaken at the organizational and micro levels, 

instead of the national or macro level.  The next chapter will explain the way in 

which the empirical data was generated and analyzed, based on a subjective 

ontological position and a post-positivistic epistemological approach. 
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Chapter 3 

Towards a Case Study Approach 

 
 

3.1 Introduction      

The previous chapter reviewed the existing literature on NGO accountability 

exploring the research gap to locate the present research. It then developed a 

theoretical framework to explain empirical realities, in order to answer the 

research questions that are posed after a review of the existing literature: the 

nature of the relevant academic discourse on NGOs, and NGO accountability and 

its related theoretical perspectives.  

This chapter examines the methodological basis and methods of data 

collection and analysis in the study. Broadly, methodology and methods are 

determined by the nature of the research and its aims and objectives. Specific 

questions, theories and concepts emerge as important key factors in the research.  

Methodology can be understood as the set of general principles behind the 

research; where as the methods can be identified as the practical techniques and 

procedures used in the research process. As Strauss and Corbin (1998) state, 

methodology is a way of studying social reality, and methods a set of procedures 

and techniques for gathering and analyzing data.  

In view of this, this chapter explains the epistemological foundation of the 

research and its validity, in accordance with its ontological position.  Then, it 

presents the methods of data collection and analysis employed in this study.  

Lastly, it discusses the way that ethical issues are dealt with throughout the study.   
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3.2 Research Approach and Methods  

As discussed in the pervious chapter, this research intends to explore and 

understand how and why a form of NGO accountability emerges, and is practiced 

and transformed, in accordance with changes in the socio-political and economic 

environment in which the NGO operates. This research explores the way in 

which accountability is socially constructed, and then evaluates the constitutive 

role of accountability in the promotion of NGO activities. The theoretical 

framework, developed in chapter two, conceptualized the relationship which 

exists between accountability and the creation and maintenance of hegemony. 

These two concepts, accountability and hegemony, are viewed as social 

processes that influence each other within the socio-political and cultural 

practices of the specific context of this research.  

It is important to understand accountability relationships, in order to fully 

understand the concept of accountability. Accountability is identified as about the 

rights of the society (groups and stakeholders) and the rights that emerge from 

the relationship between accountor and accountee (Gray et al, 2006). These 

relationships are the core of the practice of accountability, and, in turn, the 

practice of accountability should reflect these relationships among actors in a 

specific social and institutional environment (Ebrahim, 2005; Dixon et al 2006). 

In this way, accountability is a two way relationship, and involves the giving and 

demanding of the reasons for conduct (Roberts and Scapens, 1985; Roberts, 

1991; Robinson, 2003). Gray et al (2006) examined the nature of this 

relationship, in the context of how NGOs operates, and said the closeness of the 

relationship was important in order to achieve effective accountability.   

Accountability relationships vary from close to distant, and the forms of 
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accountability vary from informal to formal (Rawls, 1972; Robert and Scapens, 

1985; grey et al, 2006; Dixon et al 2006; Goddard and Assad 2006).  The degree 

of closeness in the relationship depends mainly on the nature of the activity, the 

size of the organization, power relationship, and the organization‟s culture.  

In the broader sense, accountability is understood to be a social process and 

something more than a formal reporting to a higher authority. The accountability 

forms are social constructions shaped by cultural and political factors.  

Accountability should be understood in the wider social, cultural and political 

perspective, rather than merely limited to the functional perspective. Most 

academics have stressed adopting this approach is necessary, in order to 

understand NGO accountability. And, that the implicit, informal, socializing 

practices of accountability, rather than the explicit, formal, functional practices, 

should be explored (Roberts and Scapen, 1985; Roberts, 1991; Edwards and 

Hulme, 1995; Tandone, 1997; O‟Dwyer and Unerman, 2006, 2007). An NGO, as 

a civil society organization, has aims, structures, processes, and relationships 

which are distinct from other economic and state organizations.  It also interacts 

within a wider socio-political and cultural environment. Moreover, the NGO‟s 

actions affect, and are affected by, other individuals and organizations (Najam, 

1996; Edwards and Hulme, 2002; Unerman and O‟Dwyer, 2006). 

Epistemology is about the way in which we understand what constitutes 

knowledge and how this knowledge could be obtained. The ontological position 

is about what the truth is or what constitutes social reality. As accountability is 

articulated as a social practice and a social process, rather than a technical 

activity, in this study, I rely on a subjective ontological position and post-

positivistic epistemological assumptions. I believe that  research strategies 
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appropriate for studying the natural world are not appropriate for studying the 

social world, as social reality is always characterized as being less concrete, 

certain or deterministic than in the natural world (Morgan, 1983). And social 

reality is subjective. This research is based on a subjective ontology, which 

considers actors‟ views to be meaningful, when constructing an organizational 

and social reality about the practice of accountability (Tomkins and Grove 1983). 

My research is designed to unearth a social reality, the product of a process of 

socially constructed meaning that could not be grasped through a scientific 

approach-in which social reality is seen as being objective and human beings are 

seen as passive objects, not able to create their own reality. I believe that the 

ambiguous and fluid nature of human behaviour and the creative role of 

individuals, their actions and interactions, are decisive in uncovering the social 

reality. Therefore, this study relies on a subjective ontological position and a 

post-positivistic epistemological assumption to identify a set of themes that 

emerge from the investigation, rather than testing hypotheses in a scientific sense 

(Hopper & Powell, 1985). In accordance with the post-positivistic approach, 

social reality, i.e. truth, can be unpacked through qualitative analyses of 

qualitative data - collected through multiple ethnographic methods, including in-

depth interviews, participative and non-participative observation, and a review of 

documentation. (Silverman, 2005).  

Fundamentally, this study is a qualitative research, and in particular a 

critical social research. Critical social research attempts to reform social order, by 

offering cultural and ideological criticism, and making it free from domination 

and concerns on political aspects of social relations (Burrel and Morgan, 1979; 

Alvesson and Deetze, 2000; Johnson and Duberly, 2000).  I understand the 
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importance of the critical theory approach in the process of uncovering social 

reality. As Hoper and Powel (1985) observed there is no such thing as a totally 

objective or value free social inquiry. In order to unearth the reality of social 

behaviour; the hidden culture, power and political struggles have to be 

considered. The critical theory approach is distinguished from other two 

approaches, the positivistic and interpretive in two ways. Firstly, it attempts to 

derive knowledge of social reality through critical examination, in which the 

truth can ultimately be determined only through critical discussion. Secondly, 

critical theory is concerned with the emancipator role of social reality. The aim is 

to free the human autonomy from political domination and dependency. Critical 

researchers consider the contextual dimensions that are distinct and, sometimes, 

unique to a certain context.  In this way, historical analyses pave the way for 

understanding the evolution of the phenomena that is going to be understood.  

Critical theorists more commonly depend on using detailed historical and 

ethnographic research and case-studies (Chua, 1986).  

 

3.2.1 A Qualitative Case Study as the Chosen Approach  

Human behaviour is context-specific and changes from place to place and from 

situation to situation. To unearth the social reality and understand the contextual 

determinants, the qualitative approach is utilized for this research. I will rely on a 

case study – an approach which is considered as an appropriate and meaningful 

strategy for the investigation of contextual issues (Ryan et al, 1992; Yin, 1993, 

1994; Silverman, 2000; Travers, 2001).  The case study is a useful strategy to 

identify deep social realities which have been embedded in broad historical, 

political and socio-cultural complexities. A case study is defined as an 
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investigation of a phenomenon of some sort, occurring in a bounded context. A 

case study may be conducted into an individual, a role, a small group, an 

organization, a community or a nation (Miles and Huberman, 1994; Punch, 

1998).  

This present study focuses on „how and why questions, which are more 

explanatory in nature (Kumar, 1999), and is aimed to explore and identify the 

deep realities underlying the construction of accountability forms and their focus 

within the institutional context of this research.  Specifically the aim is to grasp 

the nature of the impact of accountability practices on community development 

in Sri Lanka. In this respect, the identification of context-specific historical, 

socio-cultural and political characteristics is important.  In order to achieve these 

objectives I have purposively selected Sarvodaya organization, a national level 

NGO in Sri Lanka, as an intensive, longitudinal case study. Data emerged from 

two domains: organizational (within and outside the NGO) and at the community 

level.  When collecting data I focused on the life history of the organization, 

including its current status. In order to understand and analyze the evolving 

nature of the forms of accountability, during the period of the creation of the 

hegemony of the organization, the collected data will cover the entire 

organization. To achieve this, the analysis was based on historical data collected 

from secondary sources and interviews. In order to understand the state of the 

organization, after the creation of hegemony, in addition to historical data I 

focused on the operation of one division of this large organization, the Rural 

Technical Services (SRTS) division – whose work involves rural community 

development activities. I narrowed my focus to two specific projects 

implemented in two different locations. Of these projects, is an on-going (life 
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line) water supply project‟, implemented by the SRTS Division in the 

Hambantota district, and the other is a spontaneous post-tsunami resettlement 

project, implemented in the Matara district. The communities in these two 

projects are socially, culturally, and economically different from and the two 

projects vary from each other, in terms of their nature, focus, and motivation. I 

analyzed data by comparing and contrasting the processes of these two different 

projects.  

Lastly, the case study strategy benefits from the use of ethnographic 

research methods which lead discover meaning and provide insight into the 

researched subject-area. The present research employs three main ethnographic 

data collection methods, interviews, non-participatory observations and a review 

of documents. These three methods can be triangulated, in order to improve the 

reliability and validity of data – a practice commonly adopted by most qualitative 

researchers (Miles & Huberman, 1994; Silverman, 2005). 

 

3.2.2 Methods of Data Collection  

To collect the data, I spent six months in the field. The first two weeks were 

spent in Colombo, Sarvodaya Head Office – where I met  the top level leaders of 

the organization, to make them aware of the research (for example, its nature and 

objectives etc.) and to gain their consent to conduct the research in their 

institutional context. Data collection started from the third week focusing two 

community development projects.  

The data collection began from the villagers and then moved on to other 

relevant personnel from field level to the top level management of the 

organization. Apart from them, the other key informants at each level, from 
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village to the top level of the organization, were selected to interview and in 

order to gain background information on the projects and the history of the 

organization. As far as the Water Tank Project was concerned, I first interviewed 

recipients, then field officers, its district leaders, and finally the top management 

at the headquarters. The same method was followed for the Housing Project. I 

realized that this method was more effective and efficient as it enabled me to 

reach the most relevant people at the field level of each project, in order to collect 

the relevant data and information. 

The target group of the field work included institutional and community 

level NGO officers, project officers, project beneficiaries, local leaders and other 

informants. They were selected according to their relationship with two selected 

community development projects. The target group included 68 persons. 32 of 

them were approached for doing in-depth, open-ended interviews. As there was 

no “logic of sampling” procedure was adopted, my own “purpose the selection” 

was influenced by three main several factors: (1) the respondents‟ long-term 

association with Sarvodaya and their knowledge of Sarvodaya activities; (2) their 

willingness to participate in interviews and conversations and keenness in 

providing substantive oral feedback; and (3) their direct engagement in the two 

community development projects- Water Tank Project and Housing Project.    
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Table 3.1: The Target Group  

Interviews  Semi-structured interviews  In-depth interviews 

Water 

project 

Housing 

project 

General Total Water 

project 

Housing 

project 

General Total 

Top level 

officers 

03 02 06 11 01 01 03 05 

District 

level 

officers 

05 03 02 10 03 02 - 05 

Field level 

officers 

04 04 - 08 02 02 - 04 

Community 15 22 - 37 08 10 - 18 

Government 

officers 

- - 02 02 - - - - 

Total 27 31 10 68 14 15 03 32 
 

 

As mentioned above, in order to collect the data I employed the main 

ethnographic methods that are the semi-structured interview, the informal 

interview, a review of documentation, and non-participatory observation.  Before 

going to the research site I also planned to use the focus group method to collect 

data, but I gave up this idea as participants preferred to give information 

individually or with family members. They were frightened that if the 

information given to me leaked out to Sarvodaya it would stop providing its 

services and donations to them. The field work was designed by considering the 

specific research subjects, the purpose of meetings, and the methods of data 

collection.  Table 2 illustrates the basic elements of the field work in this 

research.  
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Table 3.2: Field work design 

 Method Target Group  Purpose and Expected Data 

1 Formal 

meeting 

*NGO Top Level  Officers 

         Middle Level Officers 

          Field Level officers 

*Village key informants 

*Villagers 

 

*Gain Access to the research site 

*General Information about the  

   development projects 

*Meet Village people to become 

familiar with them 

2 Semi- 

Structured  

Interviews         

*NGO-Top-Level  Officers 

            Middle-Level 

Officers 

            Field Level officers 

*Villagers 

 

* To understand the project process 

* To get a general idea of 

   accountability practice 

* To Identify Key personnel for  

   the next round of interviews 

* Evolution of institutional  

   Practices 

3 Informal 

 (In-depth)  

Interviews 

 

*NGO Middle Level 

Officers 

            Field Level Officers 

* Villagers  

* To understand Socio- political and  

    Economic impact in accountability        

     practice 

*To get information about how 

   social, political, cultural, and   

   ideological dominancy  forms and  

   changes the system and practice  

    of accountability.  

 *How and in what way  

   This formation impacts on  

   community    development in rural        

   areas 

 

4 Non- 

participatory  

observation 

 

*Field visits by donors and 

top  level officers 

*Meetings and discussions 

 

* To understand the actions,  

interactions, relationships and, events  

of individuals and groups 

 

5  Documentation *NGO office at all level 

*Project office 

*Central Bank 

*Statistics and Census 

 department 

*To get the secondary data for back 

ground information, historical evolution 

of the organization and other 

information directly/ indirectly       

related to the  study 

*Review annual reports, project  

  reports, records, demographic data, 

  financial reports, minuets  

  of meetings, etc.  

 

 

 Interviews  

During the data collection, priority was given to interviews as the most effective 

and appropriate technique to explore data regarding human practices and social 

processes. I conducted un-structured and semi-structured interviews with open-

ended questions. I encouraged respondents to answer the questions in his/her own 

terms, eliminating tight interview schedules and providing no instructions with 
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the view of exploring personal experience, perceptions, values and attitudes. The 

main methodological reason behind this selection of interview method was the 

fact that this study asked how and why questions, which generated insight into 

NGO accountability - in relation to community development at local level.  

During the first two weeks most of my time was devoted to gaining access 

to the research subjects. My residence in Matara was located close to the research 

sites. It made it easy for me to approach respondents and get their consent for 

interviews. The gatekeepers, the top level leaders of the NGO, at the head office, 

were approached to obtain permission to collect data from the division heads and 

their staff. I also used personal contacts I had with Sarvodaya workers in the 

Southern province, to arrange meetings with district and divisional level 

Sarvodaya workers.  

In social research, the researcher has an immense responsibility to develop a 

rapport or a close relationship with research subjects. It is also the researcher‟s 

responsibility to make his/her subjects aware of the nature (aims and objectives) 

of the research and gains their confidence, so they will give up the required data. 

The building up of this initial rapport and winning over of the participants is not 

an easy task. The researcher must maintain an acceptable balance between his/her 

right to research and the right of participants to maintain their privacy and their 

dignity (Frankfort at el, 1996).  

In this study, the research subjects fell into two categories, villagers and 

staff and leaders of the NGO. The villagers were economically and socially 

marginalized people in rural areas. Tsunami affected poor communities, in both 

the agricultural and fisheries sectors, in rural Sri Lanka have been subjected to 

much research, in connection with different community development projects 
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undertaken by various NGOs. This was also the case in my research sites. 

Siriyagama is a marginalized community in Hambantota district and Suduwella is 

a Tsunami-affected poor fishing community in Matara district. In both areas 

people have become used to providing information in exchange for benefits. Also 

some people are fed up with having to respond to socio-economic surveys, 

having been previously disappointed because they did not benefit from earlier 

projects. Some villagers seemed very unhappy about seeing research personnel 

on their door steps, collecting more information about their problems. Some 

villagers deliberately provide false information to outside researchers.  Therefore, 

my data collection encountered certain difficulties and I had to take more time to 

convince villagers about my research and its aims, objectives and importance, 

and to carefully develop relationships with people, in order to collect the required 

data.    

Upper and upper-middle level officers or leaders, in contrast to 

beneficiaries, always tried to avoid disclosing information about internal NGO 

activities. As previously has stated, this research centres on NGO accountability. 

Therefore, developing relationships with the NGO leadership was essential, 

although it was difficult, in order to achieve the research objectives. I first 

established a relationship with the senior management of Sarvodaya (who acted 

as gate keepers), and through them reached other officers. I also utilized the 

relationships I had with some middle level Sarvodaya managers. Especially, as 

mentioned in the Chapter 1, I had established friendly relationships with the staff 

of the Sarvodaya District Centre in Matara,  

The times and venues for interviews was arranged and rearranged, then 

confirmed by telephone. The first meeting focused mainly on building a rapport 
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gaining the confidence of interviewees; making the interviewee feel comfortable 

with the interviewer and aware of the nature of the research.  The second round 

of interviews involved more open-ended questioning.  The third and fourth 

rounds of interviews were conducted only with selected key personnel who were 

in a position to contribute more information required by the research.  

The venue, time, duration and recording of the interviews were agreed with 

respondents. Most of the NGO personnel opted to give information personally 

and confidentially. In the second and third rounds of interviews, interviewees 

seemed more open and comfortable in expressing their views. Field notes were 

taken during all interviews. Even though, I wanted to have an audio recording of 

interviews, the village people and personnel in the organization were reluctant to 

agree this. So, a written record was made of interviews.  After each interview I 

transcribed my notes.    

The second round of interviews was semi-structured, with more open-ended 

questions. Respondents were encouraged to answer the questions in a relaxed 

manner. In this exercise, I was able to get a general idea of existing 

accountability practices, accountability forms along with socio -political and 

cultural environment in which accountability practices take place. Through this 

experience I was able to narrow down the research to an in-depth examination - 

while selecting key and informed personnel for the next round of interviews. 

The third round of interviews was in-depth and was conducted with selected 

key personnel who could make a vital contribution to this research. 32 

individuals   were selected from the villages and from the top managers of the 

organization for informal interviews. In addition to formal interviews, informal 
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meetings were arranged with respondents-in a friendly atmosphere in their 

houses and workplaces and sometimes at my residence.  

My personal background also helped me collect the data for this study. As 

explained in the context chapter, there are three main ethnic communities in Sri 

Lanka. I belonged to one of them, the Sinhalese Buddhist community.  I was born 

in the central hill country and later received my university education in Matara, 

in the low country in Southern Province.  After my degree I joined the university 

as a member of the academic staff and I have since lived in the Southern 

Province. After my marriage Matara became my home, as my husband also was 

working in the same place. So I have had more opportunity to gain knowledge 

about the people in the Southern Province, their culture and the pattern of their 

life styles, than that of the people of my original home. All Sinhalese people 

speak Sinhala, although there are slight differences in colloquial usage in 

different areas. I conducted all the interviews in my own language, so there was 

no language barrier. I could easily understand most of the meanings of the 

specific expressions and colloquial practices of the people I researched.  

However, the fishing community was culturally different–in terms of values and 

attitudes-from the rural agricultural community, even though they live in the 

same province. For example, compared to agriculture, fishing is considered, by 

the fishermen, to be a difficult job. Fishermen are straight forward and have 

tough characteristics, having always using strong language, which makes it 

difficult to interview them.  Interview method is influenced by the personal 

characteristics of the interviewer, as well as the interviewees‟, including race, 

class, ethnicity and gender (Denzin and Lincon, 1994: 353, quoted in Punch, 

1998: p.182). Being a woman I experienced some constraints when approaching 
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people in the fishing community (the housing project) for data collection. 

However, this was minimized to a great extent as I had a male research assistant 

during my field work.  

 

Observation 

Observations were non-participatory throughout the research, in order to 

ascertain how things going on in different situations were relevant to this study. 

Observation involves watching, listening and writing all that is seen (May, 1993). 

In this method, I was able to passively but directly observe what people did and 

said and how they interacted with each other at different occasions, such as 

meetings. I was able to observe general and committee meetings at the local level 

in Sarvodaya centres but not allowed to attend senior management meetings at 

their HQ.  I was also able to accompany higher level officers of the organization 

on their field trips and observe their discussions with active Sarvodaya members 

in the villages. I attended general meetings of village Sarvodaya societies and 

observed a few discussions of district level officers and donors and with the 

village level officers. Permission had to be obtained before these observations 

from the relevant institutional managers and notes were taken at each observation 

to record specific events and the details of the public participation, for example 

patterns of behaviour, actions and reaction, interaction, perceptions, and attitudes. 

Special attention was paid to the language used and to facial expression and 

verbal and non-verbal gestures. This observation data was used to complement 

the data obtained through other methods and, particularly, to validate the data 

obtained from interviews (Robson, 1993). 
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Review of documents 

In addition to the collection of data through the above methods, a wide range of 

documents of the organization were reviewed, at both the head office and village 

level. These documents included financial and annual reports, daily records, 

record keeping books, and project proposals. Archival data was gathered from 

academic and administrative reports, news papers, journals, Sarvodaya 

publications, performance review reports, leader‟s speeches, rules, laws and the 

procedures of the organization. The organization‟s written documents contributed 

to an understanding of the historical evolution of the organization. Interviews 

with people with long experience (10-30 years) of working with the Sarvodaya 

organization complimented some documentary data, and vice versa.   A review of 

documents was helpful, in order to discover the practice of accountability forms, 

the nature of the internal administrative processes, and the system of inter-

personal relations.  

 

3.2.3 Methods of Analysis 

Data analysis becomes an integral part of the process of data collection. Parker 

states that data collection and data analysis should be an intertwined process that 

should be continued, from the beginning of an investigation to its end (Parker, 

2005).  The analyzing of data whilst they are being collected helps to deciding 

how to collect further data and how to refine the research questions (Chua, 1996). 

Data analysis attempts to describe, summarize and abstract the key points and 

develop themes and patterns from the data gathered (Miles and Huberman, 1994). 

Preliminary data analysis, along with data collection, directs the researcher to 

generate a rich data set that could lead eventually to more detailed analysis.    
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However, in qualitative research there is no clear and static principle that a 

researcher can use when analyzing his data. There are different analytical 

techniques to help answer different questions, and different versions of social 

reality to be elaborated (Coffey and Atkinson, 1996, p.14 quoted in Punch 1998, 

p199). Sometimes these different techniques are interconnected, overlapping and 

complimentary, and sometimes they are mutually exclusive (Miles and 

Huberman, 1994). Human discourse and actions are hard to analyze by using the 

methods and techniques of the natural and physical sciences. In the context of 

this research, human activity was seen as text - a collection of symbols 

expressing layers of meaning. Miles and Huberman (1994) identified three 

approaches to qualitative data analysis - interpretivism, social anthropology and 

collaborative social research. They state interpretivists tend to explore social 

realities, mainly based on interview transcripts, while collaborative researchers 

focus on action research, and social anthropologists are descriptive and rely on 

multiple data sources, such as interviews, observations and document review. 

Van Maanen (1979 in Miles and Huberman, 1994) states the prime analytic task 

of the social anthropology approach is to uncover the ways in which people in 

particular settings come to understand, account for, take action on, and otherwise 

manage, their day-to-day situations. This uncovering is based on successive 

observations and interviews, which are reviewed analytically to guide the next 

move in the field.  

Miles and Huberman (1994) said that data analysis consists of three 

concurrent flows of activity: data reduction, data display and drawing or 

verifying conclusions.      
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Figure 3.1:   Component of data analysis  

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

                                               

  

Source: Miles and Huberman, 1994, p.12 

 

Data reduction refers to the process of selecting, focusing, simplifying and 

abstracting of data. Accordingly, first I translated the data from Sinhalese into 

English.  The relevant data was selected from all the data derived from the in-

depth interviews. Then, the unstructured data was grouped under different titles, 

for instance, resource allocation, transparency, reporting, transactions, 

participation and village history. It was helpful for me to reflect on the data.  

Then I focused on the analysis of specific material which might help answer the 

research questions posed in chapter 2.  The data was regrouped into main themes, 

such as creation of hegemony, maintenance of hegemony, forms of 

accountability, and community development etc.    

The data display is accomplished in chapter 5 and 6, when material is 

presented and analyzed.   Data presented in the chapter in a textual way as the 

villagers and NGO officers responded for the interviews in the field work. Data 

presented protecting the privacy, confidentiality and anonymity of all the subjects 

of this study. Lastly, the data analysis permits conclusions to be drawn.  
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3.3 Ethical Issues  

Informed consent means that the researched subjects have the right to know that 

they are being researched, the right to be informed about the nature of research, 

and the right to withdraw at any time (Mason, 1996; Silverman, 2000, 2001). 

Researched subjects should be informed of every aspect of the research and 

should give information voluntarily. Always, there should be a genuine 

relationship between the researcher and the researched.  

This study is for academic purposes. It did not provide any direct benefit to 

the rural poor. Because of this, the researcher could provide no special incentive 

to encourage the rural poor to actively participate in the field work.  When the 

NGO officers were informed of the nature of this research they showed little 

interest in participating, as accountability remains a sensitive area of their work 

in the country. Therefore, I had to deal with the consent issues very carefully. I 

encouraged participants to give their data voluntarily. I always made them aware 

of the nature of the research, by explaining its aims and objectives and its 

importance as an academic project. I respected the rights of researched (for 

example, their right to know about the research, to be involved in it, and to 

withdrawal from it) and researcher‟s rights throughout the process. 

The issue of the rights to privacy, anonymity and confidentiality was an 

important ethical aspect of this research. I had to gather highly confidential 

internal data regarding the NGO‟s accountability.  Some officers disclosed data 

on the condition that their names should not be published. In this situation, the 

researcher must maintain the confidentiality of the research subjects and their 

responses to the interviews. Interviews and discussions were arranged either in 

work places or at home, in accordance with subjects‟ wishes – in order to offer 
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privacy and confidentiality. The names of the researched subjects are not 

mentioned in the text, and numbers are used instead of actual names, in order to 

protect anonymity. However, the real names are in the original data, kept by me 

until the research was finished.  

To validate the data collected from villagers and Sarvodaya workers, 

attempts were made to cross check the same through further interactions with 

other actors at village and district levels. However, the final outcome of the 

analysis of all the data - this thesis – was not yet validated through Sarvodaya 

leaders. This was due the time constraint and physical distance. Nevertheless, I 

intend to meet this methodological requirement through my continuous research 

endeavour.    

 

3.4 Summary and conclusion  

This chapter has focused on methodology, and the methods of data collection and 

analysis used in the study. The study adopts a subjective ontological position and 

a post-positivist epistemological approach. A qualitative case study was chosen 

for the study. This chapter has explained how the ethnographic qualitative data 

collection method, that is in-depth interviews, observations, and documentation 

review, were employed.  It has explained the process of analysis of data collected 

during the field work.  

As Chapter 2 illustrated, the present study centres on two specific how and 

why research questions on the forms and transformation of NGO accountability. 

NGO accountability is identified as being context-specific, and a socially, 

culturally and politically articulated concept, related to the complex realities of 

human relations and behaviour. This complexity means that it is necessary to 
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understand deep empirical realities, which stem from various socio-cultural and 

political processes, in order to answer the research questions. The qualitative case 

study approach was considered the appropriate strategy for this study.   

In order to understand how NGO accountability is formed and how it 

functions in Sarvodaya, archival data is used to provide a historical analysis of 

the organization. Primary data, obtained from two community development 

projects undertaken by Sarvodaya, is used to explore how NGO accountability is 

shaped and influenced by socio-political and economic changes in the country. 

The next chapter will discuss the socio-political economy of Sri Lanka, and give 

a broader contextual background to the study and an examination of Sarvodaya 

and the two selected community development projects - including their wider 

social, political, cultural and economic backgrounds.     
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Chapter 4 

Sri Lanka, NGO Development and the Sarvodaya Case 
 

 

     

4.1 Introduction 

The preceding chapter outlined the methodology and methods of this study. It 

showed that the case study adopted must reflect details of the context in which 

the analysis is located. As NGO accountability is identified as a context-specific 

phenomenon, this chapter presents a broader picture of the historical, socio- 

cultural and politico-economic background of Sri Lanka and the organizational 

and managerial background of Sarvodaya.  

The chapter has four sections. The first section explains the Sri Lankan 

society, its ethnic composition, and the socio-cultural and politico-economic 

background, from the ancient to modern eras. The second section explores NGO 

development in Sri Lanka. The third section describes the emergence and 

expansion of Sarvodaya, the case study organization.  The fourth section 

describes two Sarvodaya development projects and the villages where they 

operate.    

 

4.2 Sri Lanka: The Socio-Economic and Political Profiles  

Sri Lanka, a small Island (25332 square miles) in the Indian Ocean, is 

administratively divided into nine provinces and 25 districts. It is a multi-

cultural
4 

society with the population of nineteen million.  

 

_______________________ 

(4) The ethnic composition of the population is Sinhalese 82% (13,876,245), Tamils 9.4% 

(1,587,174),  Muslims 7.9% (1,339,331), Burghers 0.2% (35,283),  and Malays 03% (33,000,). 

The religious composition is Buddhists 76.7%, Hindus 8.5%, Islamists 7.8%, and Catholics 6.1% 

(Department of Census and Statistics, Sri Lanka, 2001).  
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Sri Lankan economy is agricultural based and the main crop is paddy (rice). 

Export of tea, rubber and coconut contributes to the foreign income, along with 

the textile industry and employment in abroad. The employment distribution is 

agriculture 32.6%, industry 25.1%, and services 42.3%.  The average literacy rate 

is 91.3% and life expectancy is 74 years (male70.3, Female 77.9) The average 

household income is Rs. 26,286 ($262) per month and SL‟s human development 

index in 2007 was 0.759 (Central Bank annual report, 2009). Sri Lanka has a 

tropical climate with an average temperature 27C. It has tropical beaches, ancient 

monuments, rain forests and waterfalls-which attract tourism.  

The socio-cultural and politico-economic development of Sri Lanka can be 

divided into two broader historical periods. The first period is up to 

independence, 1948, during which the foundations were laid for the Buddhist 

culture and then influences were made by Western imperial powers. The second 

is from independence to today, during which the modern socio-political and 

economic developments have taken place. In order to understand Sri Lankan 

society and culture, including the NGOs sector, it is necessary to appreciate the 

developments which occurred during both of these two periods.   

 

4.2.1 Developments up to Independence 

Among the developments in the ancient historical period, was the emergence of 

the Sinhalese Buddhist culture–this is of vital importance. This ancient 

civilization is based on agriculture, and supported by hydraulic engineering–

including the construction of huge water tanks and irrigation canals, providing 

water for the paddy fields, which are cultivated on a large scale throughout the 

year. K. M. De Silva, a prominent historian (1981), states that ancient (before 
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1200 AD) Sri Lanka was an excellent example of a hydraulic civilization–with its 

creative irrigation technology. Although this ancient hydraulic civilization 

collapsed around the 12
th

 century AD, its economic structure, based on paddy 

farming, remained the main economic foundation of the country. 

 The other important development in the ancient historical period was the 

arrival of Buddhism in the 3rd century BC. It became an integral part of the 

Sinhalese culture, influencing their lives, politics, economy, language, literature, 

education, thought, arts, crafts, beliefs and values. Buddhism was the life blood 

of the Sinhalese people. Since then a specific relationship has existed between 

Buddhism, society, and the state. Traditionally, the King was the guardian of 

Buddhism. The ancient Kings were devoted Buddhists who, under the advice of 

Buddhist monks, took steps to protect, progress and adherence to Buddhism 

(saasana)–that, in turn, provided justification for their state power 

(Wickramasinghe, 2006; htpp: //tripod,com/Buddihism in SriLanka, 18- 01- 

2009).  

  Buddhist monks were regarded as the guardians of Sinhalese Buddhist 

society. Their influence on society remains unchanged today. Examining the role 

of the Buddhist monks and Buddhist activists, after independence, Matthews 

(1996) explained that in the post- colonial context they made a major 

contribution towards the social and political evolution of the country. No 

governments since 1948 have been able to ignore the influence of Buddhist 

monks and Buddhist interest groups. Matthews saw Buddhism as a religion that 

has always been associated with Sinhalese culture and language. It has been 

constitutionally enshrined as the foremost religion of the country and has been 

guaranteed the prime protection of the state (Matthews, 1996).  
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 The legacy of this early historical period can be perceived in three areas of 

contemporary Sri Lankan society: the Sinhala Buddhist identity (Sinhalese 

Buddhist consciousness and ideology), the reciprocal relationship between the 

state and the Buddhist religion, and the influence of Buddhist monks on society, 

especially the people living in rural areas and engaged in paddy farming. 

Although the traditional relationships between the people in these rural areas 

were transformed by the socio-economic and political changes that took place 

since the colonial period, the monks maintained their profound influence over the 

social, cultural, political and economic activities of the people.  

 The most important aspect of the social and economic development after the 

16
th

 century is the legacy of colonial rule. Sri Lankan society was influenced by 

the rule of three western powers: the Portuguese, the Dutch and the British. The 

Portuguese and the Dutch controlled the Maritime Provinces for nearly three 

hundred years, from the beginning of the sixteenth century (1505-1658) and 

(1658-1796) - until the British occupied these areas at the end of the eighteenth 

century (1796). From 1815 Britain ruled the whole country until its independence 

in 1948. 

 In contrast to the Portuguese and Dutch, the British made a long-term 

impact on the socio-political and economic transformation of the country.  

During the British period, Sri Lanka‟s traditional socio-economic system began 

to be transformed, in accordance with the needs of the imperial capitalism. As a 

result, the country acquired most of the basic features of the capitalist economic 

system, and political, administrative, legal, judicial and educational structures.  

 Plantation agriculture, coffee, tea, rubber and coconut, began in the mid-

19th century, emerging as the dominant force which drove the transformation of 
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the traditional socio-economic order (De. Silva, 1973). Plantations activated the 

process of commercialization, the gradual establishment of urban and semi urban 

centres, and the building of new infrastructure-such as roads, railways and 

communications. Gradually, the plantation economy paved the way for the 

emergence of the Sri Lankan capitalist elite middle class (petit planters, 

businessmen, shop owners and contractors), towards the end of the 19th century 

((Roberts, 1973; Wickramaratne, 1973; De Silva, 1973). During the colonial 

period foundations were also laid for the emergence of various other new social 

groups, such as the English-educated western-oriented middle class, highly 

qualified professional groups like lawyers, doctors and engineers, and other  

professional groups like teachers, clerks and notaries, the working class in the 

public and private sectors, and lower level professional groups, like masons and 

carpenters.     

 

 4.2.2 Developments after Independence 

Sri Lanka inherited a democratic system of government when it gained 

independence in 1948. It was a complete breakaway from the traditional system 

of government, and was framed in the interests of the colonial rulers. Parliament 

was its main feature with a House of Representatives comprised of members 

elected through universal suffrage. Although this government structure was 

transformed into an Executive-Presidential system of government in 1978, the 

basic characteristics of western democracy remained unchanged. The people 

enjoyed the rights of participatory governance, able to vote in regular intervals at 

parliamentary, presidential, provincial and local government elections.  
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The politico-economic developments after independence were largely 

determined by the ideologies of the different political leaders and the political 

parties that were in power. Accordingly, three distinct phases of politico-

economic development can be identified in post-independent Sri Lanka. They are 

the periods from 1948 to 1956, 1956 to 1977 and from 1977 to the present. In this 

whole period the country was ruled by two dominant political parties, the United 

National Party (UNP) and the Sri Lankan Freedom Party (SLFP), under different 

leaderships and supported by other minor political parties.  

In the first phase after independence (1948-1956) the United National Party 

(UNP) ruled the country. Its leadership was comprised of members of the newly 

emerging bourgeoisie middle class, who formed the UNP as a right wing 

capitalist party to contest the first general election in 1947 (Woodward, 1969; 

Wilson, 1975; Warnapala, 1992). The UNP maintained the politico-economic 

system inherited from the colonial rulers. They believed that economic 

development should be achieved through free market and free capitalist 

enterprise. The colonial economy, based on plantations, was not changed under 

this new state leadership. And based on the ideals of liberal democracy, they said 

that political progress and stability should be gained through the smooth 

functioning of the parliamentary system of government (Woodward, 1969; 

Wilson, 1975; Warnapala, 1992).  

By independence after about a half a century on plantations the country has 

possessed a most vulnerable and unbalanced economy that has been tied up to the 

world market through commercial crops of tea, rubber and coconut (Swan,1983; 

Lakshman and Tisdell, 2000). The government paid more attention to urban areas 

neglecting the rural sector. The facilities on health, education and infrastructure 
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were restricted to urbane areas widening the gap between rural and urban sectors 

that was initially created along with the plantation economy. Even after 

independence the rural sector remained large, having more than eighty percent of 

the total population. The socio-economic lives of rural people were deteriorated 

being neglected by the governments. Economic poverty, social inequality, bad 

housing, poor health, inadequate education, and mass unemployment emerged as 

the burning issues of the rural sector. 

  After independence, the government has taken some steps to implement 

specific welfare measures to alleviate the problems of poverty and social 

suffering. As a result, after independence, Sri Lankan society started to become a 

welfare society. Enhancement of welfare has been a major function of 

governments ever since. These welfare measures included the introduction of free 

education to university level, extensive government subsidies on consumer 

goods, and various social services (Moore and Wickramasinghe, 1980; Swan, 

1983; Wickramasinghe & Hopper, 2005; Sally, 2006).  In the first phase of 

independence 25% of government expenditure was spent on these welfare 

measures (Sally, 2006), and this helped establish state intervention in the 

economic and social development of rural areas while the dependency of the 

people on state welfare increased immensely. 

The second phase of the political economic development (1956-1977) took 

place when MEP (Mahajana Eksath Peramuna) came to power at the general 

election in 1956.  This new political leadership (during the periods of their 

regimes, 1956-1960 and 1970-1977) was influenced by reformist and socialist-

democratic ideals and attempted to transform the existing colonial socio-

economic and political structures.   
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In 1972 a new constitution was introduced, transforming the country into 

the sovereign and independent Republic of Sri Lanka. The new state leadership 

pursued an economic policy which emphasized import substitution and state 

enterprise. Export restrictions were introduced, with rigid foreign exchange 

controls (Swan, 1983; Sally, 2006); the western oil companies were nationalized 

in 1962; foreign tea and rubber plantations were dismantled in 1975; and the 

British naval bases in Trincomalee were closed down (Swan, 1983).  By this time 

foreigners owned 36% of the country‟s rubber land, 6% of tea plantations and 

80% of insurance and banking services (Sri Lanka Foreign Investment, 

Encyclopedia, Sri Lanka, 1959, 24.02. 09).  In order to achieve economic 

development, in the line with socialist-egalitarian principles, industries, transport 

and the harbours were nationalized.  

In the period from 1972 to 1976 the government undertook a five year 

development plan, aimed at achieving annual economic growth of six percent and 

creating new employment opportunities (Swan, 1983). In addition, several other 

measures were introduced, such as land reforms, credit facilities, and extension 

services particularly designed to alleviate the problems of poor farmers in the 

village areas (Hettige, 2000). But, the economic situation and the living 

conditions of people in rural areas remained unchanged. The SLFP government 

introduced the Paddy Land Act in 1956, in order to secure land ownership for 

rural peasants, but it did not ensure a better life for them or create opportunities 

for them to improve their income or living standards.  

The above situation led the UNP to come to power in 1977. The UNP 

changed the closed and restricted economic policies pursued by previous 

governments (1956-60, 1970-77) and embarked on an open and liberalized 
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economic policy, which has been maintained by successive governments ever 

since. This new state policy transformed the economy from closed-import 

substitution to an open-free global market-oriented economy. 

The liberalization of the economy since 1977 resulted in better economic 

performance, compared to the previous two decades of import substitutions and 

state enterprise. The manufacturing share of GDP rose from 11 % in 1980 to 20% 

in 2000. Employment in the manufacturing sector has more than doubled as 

compared to the period from 1956 to 1977. The manufacturing share of total 

trade increased from 5% to over 70% in the period from 1980 to 2000, ending the 

historic dependency on primary commodities like tea, rubber and coconut. In 

1970 plantation crops represented 93% of total exports, but they had come down 

to 20% by 1996 and 16.08% by 2005 (Sally, 2006).   

The advance of the export-oriented industrialization was based on the labour 

intensive garment sector, which started in the early 1980s-as a direct result of the 

import-export and investment liberalization. In 1978 the first Investment 

Promotion Zone was started, and six more zones followed. Steps were taken to 

privatize publicly-owned companies under the advice of World Bank and the 

IMF (Wickramasinghe and Hopper 2005). By 2000 there were more than 100 

foreign companies operating in the country: the majority of which have invested 

in textile and garment factories. In 2005 their products represented 63% of the 

country‟s total exports.    

In Sri Lanka, poverty is much lower than anywhere else in south Asia and 

the country‟s ranking on the UNDP human development index is O.75, making 

the country 93
rd

 in the world. The Fraser Institute has ranked Sri Lanka the 83
rd

 

country in the world, in terms of economic freedom while the Standard 
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Washington Consensus says the country‟s aggregate and per capita income 

growth since the late 1970s has been averaging at 6% per annum (Sally, 2006). 

The economic liberalization of the last three decades has brought several 

other changes in society. It has enhanced economic competition and the social 

mobility of the people. The market forces were dramatically awakened, paving 

the way for the expansion of commercial centres and trade networks-by 

enhancing the dependency of the people on the common market.  

However, the liberalized economy has not ensured balanced economic 

growth. Governments since 1977 have failed to acquire macro-economic stability 

or ensured opportunities for economic development. The gap between the rural 

and the urban areas widened than before. Due to this, the NGO sector has grown 

substantially, as it tried to provide welfare and community development activities 

addressing problems, especially, in rural areas.  

 

4.3 NGO’s Development 

The emergence of voluntary organizations during the colonial rule can broadly be 

perceived as the beginning of the NGO sector in Sri Lanka. Between 

independence and 1977 a limited number of NGOs functioned in the country. 

After 1977 the neo-liberal economic policy, along with other socio-political 

changes, led to the substantial development of the NGO sector in Sri Lanka.  

 

4.3.1 Developments up to 1977 

The functions of voluntary-based organizations can be traced back to pre-colonial 

times, when social groups were formed around specific activities, for example 

agriculture, irrigation, water management and religious services. These 
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associations functioned voluntarily on a mutual and cooperative basis. Among 

these early significant organizations were Dayake Sabha, a group of lay people 

involved in Buddhist temple activities, and Wew Sabha, which was involved in 

the management of water resources (Fernando and de Mel, 1991 in Fernando, 

2003). Wew Sabha conducted some cultural ceremonies related to paddy 

cultivation, in addition to their role in water resource management, and Dayake 

Sabha performed religious services in relation to the Buddhist temples and their 

relevant livelihoods. These associations functioned distinctively from the ruling 

body, and family units can be considered the historical roots of collective action 

and participatory decision making conducted within a context of non state 

organizations. As discussed above, the Sri Lankan economy, society, and culture 

have been supported by Buddhism and paddy cultivation since ancient times. 

This means relationships between Buddhism, society and the economy have been 

based on paddy farming. However, during the British period, with the disruption 

of the traditional socio-economic order and the development of the plantation 

economy, the role and function of these associations for instance Wew Sabha 

became less insignificant. 

In the late 19
th

 and early 20th centuries there was an emergence of peoples‟ 

movements and religious-based NGOs. The Labour movement, the Cooperative 

movement, and the Temperance movement emerged in 1893, 1911 and 1912 

respectively, alongside Christian organizations, such as the Baptist Mission, 

(1802), the Wesleyan Missionary Society (1814), the Church Missionary Society 

(1818), the Colombo Friend in Need Society (1831), the Young Men‟s Christian 

Association (1882), the Young Women‟s Christian Association (1882), and the 

Salvation Army (1883). (Fernando, 2003). Many of these organizations were 
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affiliated to Christian missionary efforts in the British overseas empire 

(Samaraweera, 1997). Missionary activities were performed in the areas of 

education, health and social welfare.  In response to these Christian associations, 

Buddhists established similar associations, such as the Mahabodhi Society 

(1891), the Buddhist Theosophical society, and the Young Men‟s Buddhist 

Association (1897). Similarly, Hindus started the Vivekananda Society (1902) 

and the Ramakrishna Mission (1929) and Muslims started the Muslim Education 

Society (1890) (ADB, 1999). These organizations, apart from their religious 

activities, performed some welfare and social service activities. 

In addition to these organizations, several other social welfare organizations 

emerged during the colonial period, such as the School for the Deaf and Blind 

(1912), the Ceylon Social League (1914), the Lanka Mahila Samithi (Lanka 

Women Society) (1930), the All Ceylon Peasant Congress (ACPC) (early 1940s), 

and the Cooperative Credit Society(CCS) (1906) (Fernando, 2003). The last three 

functioned through island-wide networks without the support of the government. 

The ACPC led agitations on behalf of the peasantry, while the CCS helped to 

improve opportunities for the rural poor (ADB, 1999; Wickramasinghe, 2001). 

After independence the social and welfare activities of most of these 

organizations were weakened, as the state emerged as the sole actor in the 

delivery of welfare services and development activities in the country. Thus, the 

responsibility for satisfying peoples‟ needs that is food, housing, health, 

education and sanitation was assumed by government departments and state-

aided grass roots organizations (GROs). Among these GROs were, significantly, 

Rural Development Societies (RDSs), Mahila Samithi (Women‟s Societies) and 

Cooperative Societies. By the 1950s these GROs were well established 
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throughout the country (Wanigaratne, 1997). The Rural Development 

Department, established in 1947, coordinated all the activities of the Rural 

Development Societies on construction and maintenance of infra-structure 

projects in rural areas, such as the building of bridges, culverts, public wells, 

village roads, canals, and irrigation. In addition to RDSs, Women‟s Societies 

(Mahila Samithi) took responsibility for the management of women‟s affairs in 

rural areas that is child welfare, home-gardening and women-managed village 

industries - with the assistance of the state.  

From independence to the end of the 1970s there was no significant 

expansion of the NGO sector in the country. The left-oriented nationalist 

governments (1956- 1965, 1970-1977) did not consider NGOs an important 

mechanism for economic and social development. However, several national and 

international NGOs functioned in the country, such as the Red Cross Society 

(1949), the Family Planning association (1953), CARE International (1956), and 

Sarvodaya (1958). They undertook various social welfare and community 

development activities in different districts (Wanigaratne, 1997; Fernando, 2003).  

 

 4.3.2 Developments after 1977  

The year 1977 can be considered a watershed, with regard to the growth and 

expansion of NGOs in Sri Lanka. Macro-level changes took place, in conjunction 

with implementation of the liberalized economic policy after 1977. Sri Lanka, 

similar to many other developing countries, attempted to revive its economy by 

sharing a significant part of its poverty alleviation burden with non-governmental 

organizations. This paved the way for the substantial growth of NGOs in the 
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country after 1977. As Wickramasinghe (2001) points out, more than 65% of 

development NGOs in Sri Lanka was established after 1977.    

While all this was happening, the secessionist war, which has prevailed in 

the north and eastern parts of the country since the 1980s, has paved the way for 

the emergence of a significant number of NGOs engaged in the fields of relief, 

rehabilitation, reconstruction, conflict resolution and peace building. (Fernando, 

2003). The erosion of democratic practices and the abuse of power by 

government and its violation of human rights, especially in the wake of the youth 

uprising at the end of the 1980s, paved the way for the establishment of a 

significant number of new NGOs engaged in human rights, media freedom and 

advocacy. Thus, by the 1990s the number of NGOs had substantially increased, 

and they had expanded their activities into many new sectors (Wickramasinghe, 

2001).   

In the 1990s, Sri Lanka received assistance from 50 foreign non-and quasi- 

governmental organizations. Thirty-nine of them were created after 1977. The 

Ministry of Planning and Implementation signed by-lateral accords with 58 

international NGOs, and by 1993 22% of the total foreign aid, received by Sri 

Lanka, was channelled through NGOs (Wickramasinghe, 2001).  

However, the actual number of NGOs operating in SL is not available, due 

to lack of documentation and consistency of NGO registration. NGOs have been 

registered in various ways - the bulk of them as voluntary service organizations -

with the Ministry of Social Services, under the 1980 Voluntary Social Service 

Organization (VSSO) Act No. 31. Only organizations registered under this act 

were eligible to obtain government grant and visas for expatriate staff. In 1987, 

with the enactment of the Provincial Council Act No. 42, registration transferred 
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from the central ministry of Social Services to the provincial ministries. The 

NGOs not receiving grant in aid from the state those were registered as mutual 

provident societies under the 1949 Mutual Provident Societies Act No.55.  But 

some registered as limited liability companies under the 1982 Company Act No. 

17. And a significant number of others registered as trusts, under the 1917 Trust 

Ordinance Act No. 9, or as charities under the 1979 Inland Revenue Act No. 28. 

Some also registered as approved charities under the 1965 Inland Revenue Act 

No. 4 (Fernando, 2003).  

In 1991 IRED (Development Innovative and Networks) compiled a 

directory of NGOs, which listed 293 local NGOs and 50 international NGOs. But 

it is believed that this number is not accurate and it has been challenged.  The 

NGO Commission Report of 1993 estimated that 25,000-30,000 NGOs, 

including grass root organizations (GROs), were operating in Sri Lanka. Stirrat, 

at el (1997) suggested that there were 20,000 NGOs in 1997.  Wickramasinghe 

(2001) has stated that 4,000 NGOs had registered with the Ministry of Social 

Services by 2001. 

The 1995 IRED directory provides a detailed analysis of the sectoral 

expansion of NGOs. It categorized NGOs, including CBS (community based 

organizations), into 44 sections - according to the different areas they were 

engaged in, such as community development, housing, health, nutrition, family 

planning, education, media/communication, human rights, peace and harmony, 

relief and rehabilitation. It also classified development NGOs into five main 

sections: that is as social welfare, participatory development and empowerment, 

research, environment, and human rights.   
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On the other hand, Wickramasinghe (2006) categorized NGOs into three 

main sectors. First category includes international NGOs serving humanitarian 

needs of the country, e.g. Care international, Christian Children funds,  Hellen 

Keller International Inc., Helpage Sri Lanka, International executive service 

Corps, Mary‟s friend foundation, Medicines sans Frontieres, Plan International, 

Red Barna Sri Lanka, Swedish Organization of Handicapped, United Nations 

Volunteers Domestic Development Services Programme, Voluntary Service 

Overseas, World Vision Lanka, AUSTCARE, OXFAM, FORUT etc. (see 

Wickramasinghe, 2001, IRED, 1991a) . 

Second category includes large and well-established national NGOs 

involving in poverty alleviation programmes. This also includes few national 

level NGOs identified as development NGOs operating in a wide range of sectors 

such as agriculture, irrigation, health and nutrition, education, rural development, 

gender issues, children, small enterprise development, saving and credits, 

housing, self employment, etc. Some examples are Sarvodaya (case NGO)), 

Sanasa, and Sewa Lanka.    

Under the above category, Sanasa stands as a popular NGO like Sarvodaya. 

Founded in 1978, Sanasa is the largest micro finance cooperative network in Sri 

Lanka covering all provinces with 8424 primary societies.  Sanasa provides the 

services such as the promotion of thrift habit among the membership, 

enhancement of productivity and reduction of unemployment, use of funds for 

mainly micro credit, preparation of Sanasa primary societies to adopt IT 

technology and appropriate technology and developing human capacity at grass 

roots levels. 
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Similar to this, Sewa Lanka has grown considerably. Founded in 1992, it 

operates its activities in 22 districts involving in development activities such as 

establishing saving systems and revolving loan funds that reduce dependency on 

money lenders, providing community services and building basic infrastructure, 

developing system to manage common resources more effectively, influencing 

government planning and decision making (advocacy), improving their access to 

services and resources, increasing their bargaining power with private sector 

traders through collective purchasing and marketing, developing community 

enterprise to add value to local products, protecting community interest and 

reduce vulnerability to disasters and providing support to families in need or 

vulnerable groups.  

Third category includes small NGOs known as community based 

organizations (CBO) involving in grass roots rural development activities. 

Among them are farmer‟s cooperatives, fishermen societies, women 

organizations, funeral societies and youth societies.   

 

4.4 Sarvodaya  

Emergence and expansion of Sarvodaya;                                                        

Sarvodaya Shramadana Sangamaya, commonly known as Sarvodaya, was 

founded in 1958 and is currently operating in fifteen thousand villages through a 

network of 4,607 registered villages Sarvodaya Shramadana societies (Sarvodaya 

Annual Report, 2005).  During the last 50 years, it has evolved into a well-

established, large-scale national level NGO dealing with various socio- political 

and economic changes that took place in the country and globe. During that 



 98 

period it has established its own ideology, development concepts, strategies, and 

administrative structures.  

Sarvodaya emerged from the social service activity of students in the Social 

Service League of Nalanda College, Colombo. This is a leading Buddhist school 

in Sri Lanka, in which the majority of students come from rich urban, higher 

class families.  Dr. A.T. Ariyaratne, the President of the students‟ League, 

organized a 10 day Shramadana camp (from 07-12-1958 to 17-12-1958) at 

Kanatoluwa, a remote village 100 miles away from the capital city Colombo 

(Apendix 2, Shramadana camp in Kanatoluwa). Dr. Ariyaratne organized this 

Shramadana camp with the support of the government‟s Rural Development 

Department (RDD). (Liyanage, 1988). After the success of this Shramadana 

camp, Dr. Ariyaratne organized Shramadana camps in collaboration with the 

RDD in other backward and marginalized villages in several districts 

(Nuwaraeliya, Kegalle, Rathnapura, Matara, Kalutara and Batticaloa) ( Liyanage, 

1988).   

The positive public response to the Shramadana camps encouraged Dr. 

Ariyaratne to expand his activities all over the country. Through these 

Shramadana camps both Ariyartna and the community mutually benefited. Dr. 

Ariyaratne learned through practice and the Sarvodaya leaders have since 

maintained we built the road and the road builds us (Perera, et al, 1992). 

Liyanage (1988) states, following these Shramadana camps Dr. Ariyaratne 

received hundreds of invitations from different individuals, organizations and 

institutions throughout the country to conduct lectures and seminars on his 

camps.   
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In 1959, Sarvodaya detached itself from the Nalanda College Students‟ 

Social League and started to operate as a separate organization. By the early 

1960s, Sarvodaya was well known across society, due to its Shramadana 

activities and awareness programmes conducted by Dr. Ariyaratne. He attracted 

different social groups, for example, Buddhist Bhikkus (Buddhist monks), 

teachers, social workers, and philanthropists, who gave their support and enabled 

Shramadana activities to continue throughout the country.  

In 1961, Dr. Ariyaratne, with a large number of his colleagues and 

participants took part at a Shramadana camp in Anuradhapura, the sacred city. At 

the end of this camp, a seminar was held near the sacred Bo Tree
5
, at which Dr. 

Ariyaratne and his followers vowed to launch an island-wide campaign aimed at 

the spiritual and economic revival of the country through Shramadana‟s Buddhist 

values‟ inspired work (Kantowsky, 1980; Liyanage, 1988). After the 

Anuradhapura convention, the organization grew rapidly, establishing a specific 

identity of its own which was based on broad ideological foundations (see 

below).  

As Dr. Ariyaratne has stated, the development of the organization during 

this period, Dr. Ariyaratne has stated, was due to the fact that the people, as a 

whole, supported the movement. The movement was able to recruit a large 

membership by organizing more camps. Its leadership was able to obtain first-

hand understanding of the rural problems in the country and recognition of the  

________________________ 

(5) The most sacred tree of Sinhalese Buddhists, who believed that it was originally planted 

during the reign of King Devanampiyatissa with a branch of the Sri Mahabodhi, the Sacred Bo 

Tree in India under which Lord Buddha attained Buddhahood 
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general principles that could be applied when planning and implementing rural 

reconstruction work. The leadership believed that the movement was big enough 

to undertake large-scale community development projects. An inspired and 

trained youth leadership evolved to undertake these national ventures (Collected 

Works Vol.1; Wismeijer, 1980).  

In 1969, Sarvodaya declared its hundred village development programme, a 

milestone in Sarvodaya history, by celebrating Mahatma Ghandi‟s birth 

centenary. By 1972 its activities had spread to more than 300 villages, and by 

1975 to 1,000 villages – as the rural youth gave their support to Sarvodaya 

activities. These villages were scattered across 22 administrative districts–and 

membership priority was given to socially and economically backward 

communities.  

At the end of the 1960s, the number of people who worked voluntarily 

within the organization has increased up to around 250,000-300,000. In this early 

period, everyone, from leader to local activists, worked on a voluntary basis. All 

activities were financed by the funds raised by Sarvodaya members. Dr. 

Ariyaratne donated his salary (he worked as a school teacher) up to 1972, and 

there were also financial donations from his friends, well-wishers and 

philanthropists, in order to maintain Sarvodaya‟s activities (collected Workers, 

Vol.1; Liyanage, 1988).  In addition, until 1967, the government supported 

Sarvodaya by providing transport, tools and other equipments for its Shramadana 

village activities (Kantowsky, 1978).  

In 1972, the Government recognized Sarvodaya as a fully-fledged non- 

governmental organization, by enactment of a special parliamentary act, the 

Parliamentary Incorporation Act, No 16, 1972. After the 1970s Sarvodaya 
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extended its relationships with different international organizations, especially in 

order to share its community development experience, and later these 

organizations funded various Sarvodaya development projects. After the 1980s, 

Sarvodaya focused most of its humanitarian and community development 

activities on three main areas: social empowerment, economic empowerment, 

and technological empowerment.  

 

4.4.1 Leadership and Management  

From its inception, the operation of Sarvodaya has centered around one person, 

its founder and President Dr. A.T. Ariyaratne. He came from a middle class 

village family in Southern Sri Lanka, and received a primary education in a local 

village school. Later, he entered Mahinda College, a leading Buddhist school in 

Southern Province, where he completed the Senior School Certificate 

Examination. After completing teacher training in Maharagama, he joined the 

Nalanda College as a science teacher in 1958.  While serving as a teacher he 

entered the university and received an arts degree in education, economics and 

the Sinhala language. He served 14 years as a teacher at Nalanda College, 

Colombo (Collected Works, vol.1), until he resigned in 1972. Since then Dr. 

Ariyaratne has dedicated his whole life to the Sarvodaya organization. 

From childhood Dr. Ariyaratne has been associated with the village 

Buddhist temple, and he has always had an interest in performing community 

service activities, including teaching poor village children on a voluntary basis 

(Liyanage, 1988). When he was at teachers‟ training college he was inspired by 

the philosophy of Mahatma Gandhi and the community service activities of 
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Vinobha Bave in India. He organized several social activities in rural villages, 

with the help of colleagues from the training college.  

In a context of Sramadana activity, Dr. Ariyaratne emerged as a prominent 

community development leader, and he has attracted the attention of the western 

world to his ideology, programmes and development practices.  Several times he 

has been honored with international awards, in appreciation of the services he has 

performed in the sphere of community development in Sri Lanka during the last 

50 years (Sarvodaya Annual Report, 2006).   

 

Mission and Ideology   

Broadly, the mission and ideology of Sarvodaya have been nurtured within the 

philosophical and socio-cultural context of South Asia. Concepts of Buddhist 

philosophy and the teachings and practices of Ghandi and Vinoba Bave and the 

rural culture of Sri Lanka based on paddy cultivation have made an immense 

impact on Sarvodaya ideology. Sarvodaya means the awakening of all in society, 

and Shramadana means the voluntary sharing of labour and other resources for 

the common benefit of the people (Perera, 1997). In this sense, the mission of 

Sarvodaya is to create a new social order where there is neither poverty nor 

affluence, and which encompasses all - individuals (paurushdaya), families 

(kutumbodaya), rural communities (gramodaya), urban groups (nagarodaya), the 

nation (deshodaya) and the world (vishwodaya) at large (Collected Works, vol.2).  

This new social order is based on the values of truth, non-violence and self- 

denial, and is governed by the ideals of participatory democracy (Perera, et al, 

1992; Perera, 1997). 
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Sarvodaya ideology has been largely influenced by Buddhist concepts such 

as Mettha (loving kindness) Karuna (compassion) Muditha (altruistic joy), 

upeksha (equanimity)
6
  and the Buddhist practice of Dana ( giving things for 

merits). All these Buddhist teachings and practices have provided a strong 

philosophical foundation for the creation of Sarvodaya ideology (Collected 

Works, vol.1; Wickramasinghe, 1978; Kantowsky, 1980; Perera, 1997).  It has 

also been influenced by the thoughts of Mahathma Gandhi on peace and non-

violence, and Boodan concepts of Vinoba Bave–that is gramadan (giving lands) 

and sampatthidan (giving resources voluntarily for the benefit of others). Dr. 

Ariyaratne believed that Ghandi‟s thoughts were close to the Buddhist teachings 

on human emancipation (Liyanage, 1988).  

However, analyzing the Boodan concept Dr. Ariyaratne said that to 

establish a better society steps should be taken beyond the fulfilment of basic 

material requirements.  Sarvodaya stresses that giving only physical and material 

resources to the poor will not make a difference if there is no spiritual 

improvement inside the people. So Sarvodaya ideology is based on both material 

and spiritual advancement of society. Sarvodaya states that its holistic approach 

is based on a set of coherent philosophical tenets drawn from the Ghandian ethos,  

that is non-violence and self-sacrifice, and the Buddhist principles mentioned 

above (Collected Works, vol.1; Sarvodaya Annual Report, 2005).  These 

principles are the golden principles of the Sarvodaya ideology.  

_______________________ 

(6) Metta, loving kindness towards all or respect of all life; Karuna, companionate action or 

helping people to overcome their sufferings; Mudhita, altruistic joy or experiencing happiness 

when fellow beings are made happy; Upekkha , learning to maintain mental balance or 

equanimity at times of loss as well as gain, fame or blame. From the Collected Works, vol 1, p. 

109. 
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4.4.2 Organization, Activities and Programmes  

Organizational Structure  

Until 1968, the organization operated on a voluntary basis without a formal 

organizational structure (Sarvodaya Publications, 1986). But, with the expansion 

of the organization, its organizational structure becomes more formal. At the 

beginning, all the powers of the organization centered on one person. After 1972 

the executive power of the organization was vested in an elected executive 

council of 35 members.  This executive council consisted of nine office bearers, 

(President, two Vice presidents, a General Secretary, an Organizing Secretary, 

one Treasurer, two Assistant Secretaries, and one Assistant Treasurer) and twenty 

six other members who were elected from the members at the annual general 

meeting of the organization (Ariyarathna, 1978; Wismeijer, 1985). Membership 

of Lanka Jathika Sarvodaya Shramadana Sangamaya, the main organization 

(which is separate from the village Sarvodaya Shramadana societies), is open to 

anyone over 16 years who is of sound mind and who agrees to accept the 

principles of the organization (Ariyaratne, 1978). Members cannot be active in 

party politics and should be prepared to contribute to the progress of the 

movement (Ariyaratne, 1978). In 1978 membership was opened up to the 

international community. There are several categories of membership, such as 

life, ordinary, institutional, honorary, international and donor. The Executive 

Council is vested with the authority to make decisions for the membership.  

After 1972, with the expansion of the organization, activities were 

organized into 12 specific areas. These are communication, Shramadana, 

children‟s service, development education, the Gramodaya section, the 

Thanamalvila Shramadana complex, the Gramodaya revolving fund, Bhikku 
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services, the research centre, production services, financial and administrative 

section, and the full time workers‟ section (Wismeijer, 1980). Each section is led 

by a coordinating officer and the 12 coordinating form the Committee of Office 

Bearers, which is responsible to the Executive Council.  This coordinating 

committee implements decisions made by the higher authority - meeting once a 

fortnight. The committee members are responsible individually and collectively 

for the performance of each and every coordinating section.  

 

Figure 4.1: Organizational chart before 1984 

 

Source; Wismeijer, 1985. 

In 1984/5, there was a huge structural change. Five new administrative 

centers: finance, projects, field operations and planning, monitoring, and 

evaluation-replaced the old poorly defined operational divisions. Each 

administrative center is headed by a director. These centers are not directly 

related to each other or responsible to the President (but they still seek advice 

from him) and overall supervision and coordination is provided by the Executive 

Director, and day-to-day operational decisions are made by the relevant division 

heads (Sarvodaya Publications, 1988). Currently, the Executive Council has 75 

members – that is 15 office bearers, 20 elders‟ council members and 40 elected 

Executive council                          

Committee of office bearers‟ 

Coordinating committee 

35 members elected by the annual 

general meeting 

9 office bearers 

12 coordinators 
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general members. All the Heads of the divisions are directly responsible to the 

Executive Director, a newly established post (see the organizational structure of 

2005). At the beginning of the third decade of Sarvodaya‟s operation its new 

organizational structure enabled it to work at the national level. Decentralization 

of the institutions was carried out and regional and district centers were 

established. In 1986, there were 28 district centers throughout the government‟s 

administrative districts. In the same year 10 Field Directors were appointed in 

selected districts. Now, the organization has expanded even more and established 

district, divisional and village centers, covering the whole country. Each 

institution is operated by a coordinator. Gramadana workers and assistants or 

supervisors are responsible for pre-school work, community health, and life line 

(on going) programmes.  

Figure 4.2: Institutional Structure post-1980s 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source; Sarvodaya publications 

The Sarvodaya organizational structure has been amended several times during 

the past three decades. As activities and the geographical coverage are expanded 
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the organizational relationships became more formal, structured and complex. 

The current organizational structure of Sarvodaya is as follows. 

Figure 4.3: Current Organizational Structure   
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Activities and Programmes  

Apart from Shramadana activities, in the 1970s, Sarvodaya conducted 

community development programmes with the support of village group of 

Sarvodaya. These programmes focused on nutrition, education and health in rural 

areas. In 1972/3 Sarvodaya started a community kitchen, providing nutritious 

meal to pre-school children and pregnant women by using local resources. 

In the same year, Sarvodaya started its pre-school programme, which was 

prompted by the government decision to change the school entrance age from 

five to seven years. It also started libraries and day care centers, and in 1976 it 

started a community health programme, which aimed to improve the level of 

health in villages by giving advice on sanitation, drinking water and 

immunization.  

Currently, all Sarvodaya programmes are grouped into village level, 

national level and international level. Village reawakening is being done through 

social, empowerment, technological empowerment and economic empowerment 

programmes (Sarvodaya Annual Report, 2006). Social empowerment 

programmes are conducted by  separate  divisions, units and programmes: the 

field operations‟ division, the social empowerment division, the community 

capacity building unit, the information technology unit, the community health 

unit, the rehabilitation, reconstruction, reconciliation and reawakening unit, the 

development communication unit, the early childhood development programme, 

the street children and women‟s rehabilitation programme, and development 

education programme. Technological empowerment programmes, conducted by 

the Sarvodaya Rural Technical Services Division, provide basic needs such as 



 109 

water, health, sanitation, roads, housing, energy and technical education.  The 

economic empowerment was done by Sarvodaya Economic Enterprise 

Development Services (SEEDS), under three divisions-banking, training, and 

enterprise services. The national awakening programme is conducted through the 

Sarvodaya peace initiatives programme, the Deshodya movement and the 

Sarvodaya Bhikku seva programme. The global awakening programme is 

conducted by Sarvodaya International Division through the one world one people 

programme (OWOP), and the Japan- Asia friendship society programme (JAFS).  

In addition, social services are delivered by six independent units, such as 

the Sarvodaya Suwasetha Sewa unit, the Sarvodaya Women‟s Movement, the 

Sarvodaya Santhi Sena Movement, the Sarvodaya Legal Services movement, the 

Sarvodaya Trust Fund, and the A.T.Ariyaratane Charitable Trust.  

   

4.5 The Two Chosen Development Programmes  

Sri Lanka is administratively divided into nine provinces, including Southern 

Province, where my case study programme is based. Southern Province consists 

of three administrative districts: Hambantota, Matara and Galle. This study 

focuses on two of Sarvodaya‟s development projects, which are located in the 

Hambantota and Matara districts (see the map).  
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Figure 4.4:  Map of Sri Lanka and the districts of Hambantota and Matara 
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4.5.1 The Water Tank Project 

Hambantota District  

Hambantota is the largest district located in Southern Province. More than 95% 

of its lands belong to the rural sector. Of the total population, more than 97% are 

Sinhalese Buddhists, and the majority live in rural areas. Climatically, the district 

is in the dry zone, and water for drinking and cultivation is scarce. Hambantota 

district is identified as one of most under-privileged and poor districts in the 

country (De. Silva, 1982). According to poverty indicators employment is below 

the national average and unemployment is more than the national average (8.2%). 

The district literacy rate is also lower than the national rate. The percentage of 

poor households (who spend below Rs.1423 (US$14) monthly for total 

consumption) is higher than at the national level (22.7%). And provision of basic 

facilities, such as drinking water, sanitation, and electricity is inadequate. 

Provision of most of the limited facilities occurs in urban areas, while rural 

people still suffer from lack of these basic facilities (appendix 3 general 

background of Hambantoa and Matara).  

However, Hambantota is one of the main rice-producing districts in the 

country. Agriculture, that is paddy field cultivation, remains the main income-

generating activity, which is maintained by small-scale irrigated schemes and by 

rain-fed cultivation. Apart from paddy farming, a variety of other dry zone 

vegetables are grown, including different kinds of grains and fruit in season. A 

small amount of lands is used for other commercial crops. Coconut is a more 

popular crop in the district than tea or rubber. In addition to agriculture, people 

are involved in various other income-generating activities, such as cattle farming, 

small businesses (boutiques and restaurants), and small scale production (e.g. of 
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curd, yogurt and sweets) (Census & Statistics Department, 1997-99).  Also a few 

people are employed on monthly-paid government or private sector job contracts.  

Hambantota has three salt producing centres (salterns), in natural lagoons, which 

provide a limited number of jobs in the district, on a seasonal basis.     

As far as agriculture is concerned, it is important to mention that the people 

in this district still engage in a particular traditional agricultural activity called 

chena cultivation. Agriculture in Hambantota has, for many years, been 

characterized by Chena cultivation (slash and burn). Chena means a block of land 

in a jungle area, without specific ownership, which slashed, burned and 

cultivated with rain water during the rainy season (Oct. to March). Most farmers 

are involved in this cultivation, as an additional source of income. Chena 

cultivation also offers a source of livelihood to those who have no land of their 

own (Harris, 1977, Farmer, 1983). Various grains: kurakkan, maize, green grain 

and sesame are grown on this kind of land. Under Chena cultivation, farmers do 

not have permanent ownership of land, but they can cultivate it for a limited 

period, i.e. from land preparation to harvesting. Periodically farmers change the 

land they cultivate, depending on its level of fertility.  In earlier times, when the 

Chena land was exhausted it was left for several years, while it fertilized 

naturally In the meantime farmers cleared another plot of land for cultivation.  

However, now some noticeable changes have taken place in Chena cultivation. 

Permanent ownership is now established for most of the Chena land and in 

addition to cultivation by hand small tractors are being used. New varieties of 

crops are also being grown, such as soya beans, green grain, and maize, and 

vegetables and fruit, such as long beans, pumpkin, melon, brinjal, tomato, 

karalla, chillies and banana. 



 113 

The other significant economic activity in the district is fishing, which 

provides the main income of people living in coastal areas. However, in terms of 

size and influence, the fishing sector is in less important position than the 

agricultural sector. Only a few fishing families own mechanized boats, most use 

traditional fishing craft (orus), which fish close to the shore. Only the 

mechanized boats go to deep sea fishing. Some families also fish in inland 

lagoons, again in small orus and boats. This provides useful additional income. 

As mentioned above, Hambantota is a very marginalized and poor district 

(Chandraprema, 1989), and, as a result, it has been the focus of international 

donors and NGOs (Jayasinghe and Wickramasinghe, 2005).  A large number of 

government and non-government organizations operate in the district, providing 

a myriad of welfare services designed to improve living conditions. These 

organizations can be categorized into four areas: 5 government organizations, 20 

international organizations with United Nations, 22 local NGOs including 

Sarvodaya and some private sector organizations (Department of Censes and 

Statistics, 2006). These organizations compete with each other to offer welfare 

and development activities, and there is huge overlap between them and 

duplication of effort (Lakshman, 1997). There is also a significant number of 

community and membership-based organizations, some of which operate in 

conjunction with the above-mentioned NGOs. Among these community-based 

organizations are farmers‟ cooperatives, fishermen‟s organizations, women 

organizations, credit societies, political party societies, and welfare organizations, 

like funeral societies and community development societies. 

For the purpose of this study, I considered the work of Sarvodaya‟s water 

tank project, which is located in the Siriyagama GS division of the Hambantota 
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district. Above, I explained the socio-economic and cultural environment of the 

Hambantota district. In the following section, I will examine the water project 

and the specific socio-economic background of its village which was situated in 

the Hambantota district.  

  

Siriyagama Grama Sewa Division (GSD) 

Siriyagam GSD, in Hambantota district includes three small villages: Telulla, 

Suriyawalana and Siriyagama - which extend to an area of 1,120 acres. The 

division is bounded to the north by Bundala GSD, to the East by Tissamaharam 

Divisional Secretariat and the Kirindi oya (a small river), to the west by 

Pallemalala GSD, and to the South by the coast. Telulla and Suriyawelana are 

traditional villages and Siriyagama is a new village, which was created in 1981 

under the Gamudawa Village Reawakening programme of the government. 

Telulla is the oldest of the three villages.  Village people said that long ago 

(about 60-70 years) young people of Telulla, after their marriages, cleared the 

nearby jungle and settled down and established the village of Suriyawalana. 

Therefore, the people in these two villages are close relatives. More recently 

some other people from outside the village came to the area in search of jobs in 

the paddy fields and also settled in the village, by clearing more jungle.  

Consequently, there is now a mixed community in the village. As the people in 

Siriyagama came from different parts of Hambantota district in 1981, they live as 

separate families with no blood ties to each other. This village is poorer than the 

other two villages and its inhabitants earn their living by labouring, especially in 

the agricultural sector in other villages in the area. 
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The population of this GSD is entirely Sinhalese Buddhist. There are more 

women living in the area than men. 302 families engage in agriculture and related 

activities. 53% of the population is economically active and 15% of the elderly 

population depends on their families. There are 199 permanent houses, 12 

unfinished and the rest are temporary structures. The majority of the permanent 

houses have electricity, while the rest still use kerosene oil lamps. The majority 

of the families earn less than Rs.1500 ($15) a month and only 10% of the 

families earn more than Rs.10000 ($100) per month. 82.5% of the least income 

families receive the Samurdhi Subsidy (a special government subsidy providing 

rice, wheat flour, and dhal to poor families) and 33 families are supported by 

other public donations (Appendix 4 General Background of Siriyagama and 

Suduwella Grama Seva Divisions (GSD). 

  The livelihood of people in this GSD is dependent on limited resources, and 

their knowledge and skills. The majority of people are involved in agriculture, as 

their main economic activity. Paddy fields cover 174 acres of the village and are 

maintained as small holdings, which are cultivated once a year with rain water 

(during the Maha season, October to March), as there is no irrigation system.  In 

addition, vegetables, grains, and coconut are grown in home gardens. However, 

home gardens are not maintained or properly cultivated, a common problem in 

most Sri Lankan villages - the economic value of this lands negligible. The 

highland area used for coconut cultivation measures around 37 acres. Coconut is 

not grown on a large scale, and is mainly grown in home gardens. In most of 

these gardens the trees are untended and more or less grow wild. Only a few 

families receive additional income from selling a part of their coconut harvest. 

For most the coconuts are used only for private consumption. Paddy field farmers 
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used to sell a large part of their harvest, and it provided their main income source. 

In this GSD, 278 families own pieces of land (including highland and paddy 

fields), of different sizes but usually of no more than 1 acre. Only eight families 

own more than one acre. Sixteen families do not possess land and these people 

live with their parents. There are several families who are involved in rain-fed 

chena cultivation, which provides them with an additional income source. 

Fourteen households rear cattle in addition to other agricultural activities. 

Together they own 35 cows, 495 buffaloes and 272 goats, from which they earn 

an extra income by selling the milk and hiring buffaloes out for paddy cultivation 

during the rainy season.  

  In this GSD, lack of water is one of the most serious issues hindering 

development (HDS Annual report, 2006). This affects the day to day lives of the 

people and their activities, including agriculture. There are several privately-

owned drinking water wells that are shared by several families in the old village 

area. But the owners said these wells only provide them with water during the 

rainy season. To help alleviate this water problem the Hambantota Divisional 

Secretariat has established a water supply project, which is currently providing 

water to a limited number of families, for drinking only. In addition Sarvodaya 

has provided 15 rain water harvesting tanks to this GSD. As above mentioned, 

my case study focus is on this rain water harvesting tank project, and its 

operation.  

 

Rain Water Harvesting Tank project 

The Sarvodaya Rural Technical Services (SRTS) division (Technological 

Empowerment Division) has provided for the basic needs of rural and semi-urban 
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communities, through the provision of water, sanitation, roads, houses, and 

energy, since its inception in 1978 (Sarvodya annual report, 2004/5).  Sarvodaya 

strives to ensure access to secure, safe and sufficient fresh water - believing that 

water is a fundamental requirement for survival, wellbeing and socio-economic 

development (Sarvodaya Publication, 2005- 2010). According to Sarvodaya, low-

income rural families experience health problems when they do not have secure, 

clean drinking water, because this forces them to take water from rivers, dirty 

tanks and unprotected wells. To try and rectify this situation Sarvodaya has 

implemented different projects throughout the country to provide safe water 

through protected wells, gravity fed supply systems, pumping water schemes and 

rain water harvesting systems-developed with the assistance of local and 

international donors. In areas, where natural spring water is not available, and 

other methods of providing water are not practical because of high costs, 

Sarvodaya believes the best option is to use rain water. With the support of 

national and international funding, technology and training, Sarvodaya has 

designed a rain water harvesting tank system, which has been installed to 

alleviate water problems in different districts.  My case study project in 

Siriyagama GSD is one of these. 

There are three types of rain water harvesting tanks: the first is constructed 

above floor level, the second on the floor, and the third is constructed under the 

floor (Appendix 5 Three types of water tanks). The tanks in Siriyagama are built 

above floor level; they are known as the Ferro cement model. In this system rain 

water which falls on roofs is collected in tanks during the rainy season and then 

used throughout the year. The volume of water which can be collected depends 

on the size of the tank and the area of the roof. People use the collected water for 
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drinking, other day-to-day needs and even for small-scale agricultural activities. 

This tank system has been scientifically tested, and it has been shown that water 

collected is safe for drinking.  The tanks have been specially constructed to keep 

the water clear and fresh for six months. Maintenance is important if this storage 

target is to be reached. To keep collected water fresh and clean beneficiaries are 

advised on how best to collect and use the water–for example, using the tap outlet 

to access water rather than putting other utensils into the tank. The tank must also 

be protected from insects by using special cleaning nets, the pipes must be 

cleaned at least once every three months, and the bottom of the tank must be 

cleaned twice a year.  The cost for a Ferro cement tank was Rs.10750 ($107.5) in 

2005. The tanks are provided on the assumption that they will be used on a water 

sharing basis by several neighbours within the village.  

In order to collect data on the water tank project, I focused my attention on 

all relevant aspects of the whole installation process, including planning, 

implementation, and the sharing of the benefits of this project in the community.  

 

4.5.2 The Housing Project 

Matara district 

Matara district is smaller (just half the size) than Hambantota district, and is 

centrally located in the Southern Province. Climatically, in contrast to 

Hambantota district, Matara is situated in the wet zone and has a fair amount of 

rain fall throughout the year. It is situated a hundred miles away from the capital 

city of Colombo. Similar to Hambantota, Matara district reflects the national 

characteristics of the country that are presented in the previous section. Ninety-

four percent of people are Sinhalese Buddhists, and, as in most of the country, 
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their lives, values, attitudes and beliefs, are influenced by the Sinhalese Buddhist  

culture. Matara district has a high population density. Except for a few urban 

centers most areas are rural. The majority of people live in these rural areas. The 

literacy rate is higher than in Hambantota district, but a little lower than the 

national level. The unemployment rate is higher than the national level. The 

percentage of poor population, living below the national poverty line, is less than 

in Humbantota but greater than the national level. Provision of water, sanitation, 

and electricity is more satisfactory than in Hambantota district. The general 

demographic information of Matara district is in Appendix 3. (Appendix 3; 

General background of Hambantoa and Matara). 

Economically, Matara district is divided into three zones. In the northern 

zone (northern highland), a large amount of land is used for tea plantation. In the 

lowland areas of the northern zone tea, rubber and cinnamon are grown as small 

holdings. In the mid zone (central plain areas), a large amount of land is used for 

paddy cultivation on small holdings, which use both irrigated and rain water. In 

addition, various other crops are grown in home gardens, such as wet zone 

vegetables, fruit, pepper, and coconut. In the southern zone (coastal belt), fishing 

is the main economic activity.  Unlike the Hambantota district, Matara district 

has a large fishing community. From the western boundary to the eastern edge of 

the coastal area there are a large number of famous fishing villages, such as 

Mirissa, Totamuna, Deundara, Gandara, Kottegoda, Suduwella, and Dikwella.  In 

these villages, most people are engaged in the fishing industry. A significant 

amount of the country‟s annual fish production comes from these southern 

fishing villages, and is distributed to main cities, including Colombo, by whole 

sale fish traders. Even though Matara district is not designated poor and 
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marginalized, unlike Hambantota district, some areas, especially the fishing 

villages, have various poverty issues. Among these issues are scarcity of land, 

poor housing, and inadequate water supply, health facilities and sanitation. This 

makes it a high priority area.  

As in Hambantota district, various government and non-governmental 

organizations operate in Matara district implementing community development 

programmes. In the aftermath of the Tsunami in 2004, the activities of these 

organizations greatly increased. At present, 11 government organizations, 19 

INGOs including the United Nations, 15 local NGOs including Sarvodaya and 6 

private organizations are involved in humanitarian work in the Matara district 

(Department of Census and Statistics, 2006). In addition, farmers‟ organizations, 

fisheries‟ organizations, and other community-based organizations are active in 

this district.  

 

Suduwella Grama Sewa Division  

As mentioned above, the other Sarvodaya project selected for this study is the 

Tsunami Housing project, conducted in Suduwella GSD, Matara district. Before 

introducing this project, I will explain the socio-economic and cultural 

background of the community and the physical environment of the village.  

The Suduwella GSD in Dikwella Divisional Secretariat is bounded on the 

West and North by Belliwatta GSD, on the East by Kottegoda, and on the South 

by the coast. It extends to an area of 28 square kilometres, and is the smallest 

GSD in the DDS.  All the people in the village are Sinhalese Buddhist. There are 

375 fishing families living in 265 houses; all of which have been electrified 

except 35. All the houses were provided with pipe-borne water. There was no 
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other source of fresh water, since they are located too close to the sea (DDS 

statistical book, 2006), (Appendix 4 General Background of Siriyagama and 

Suduwella Grama Seva Divisions (GSD)). 

  Of working age people in this GSD, all, except 260, are employed in 

different jobs in the fisheries sector. The majority are normal boat men, including 

boat drivers who go deep sea fishing, six men in large boats and four in small 

boats. Some fish so close to the shore in traditional fishing crafts (orus), each 

craft holding two men including the owner. Some people are involved in retail 

fish trading activities, within and outside of the GSD, and a few people are whole 

sale fish traders. Of the others, 260 are employed outside the fishing industry, 25 

have either government or semi-government jobs, or 201 people work in the 

private sector-mostly outside the village, as daily paid workers. A limited number 

of people are involved in business activities, like running small shops in the 

village. The land area used for coconut growing is around three acres. Some 

women in poor fishing families are involved in coir production, which provides 

them with a small income.  

Suduwella GSD has been identified as an underprivileged fishing village, 

where 236 families (63%) are low income families, currently being helped under 

the government‟s Samurdhi subsidy programme. In this GSD, as in most of the 

other fishing villages on the southern coast, the main source of income, fishing, is 

done only by men. Females do not engage in fishing activities at all. Their 

activities are limited mainly to looking after children, cooking, house-keeping, 

and shopping. But in the social sphere, especially in village organizations, 

women attend regular meetings and hold prominent positions. Socially, 

fishermen are only involved in the village Fisheries Society. 
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In Suduwella GSD as in most coastal fishing villages in the country, all the 

people belong to a one caste, the Karawa
7
. This makes the society unified and 

harmonized, to a certain extent. But there are other differences. For example, 

boat owners and retail fish traders function as an economically established and 

influential group in the village, and they have only limited contact with ordinary 

fishing families. They educate their children in high schools outside the village 

and only maintain social relationships with other rich and influential families. 

Those who are not involved in fishing, especially those who have government 

jobs, emerge as a separate group; also without close relationships with poor 

fishing families. Politically, there are three groups, SLFP, UNP, JVP - three main 

political parties of the country. In addition to General and Provincial Council 

elections, on other occasions there are elections for village society office bearers. 

The political parties are important as they help distribute government and non- 

governmental resources in the villages.       

At the end of 2004, when Sri Lanka was hit by a Tsunami, the Dikwella  

Divisional Secretariat, along with another 16 GS Divisions,  was  badly damaged.  

In Dikwella Divisional Secretariat 194 people died and 19 people disappeared, 

314 houses were destroyed, and 612 houses were partially damaged. In 

Suduwella GSD, 64% of houses were partially damaged and 20% were destroyed 

by the Tsunami (Censes and Statistics, 2004). In addition, fishing boats, both 

mechanized and traditional crafts (Orus), were destroyed, along with fishing 

equipment, and whole sale and retail fish trading, harbour operations and  

 

 

___________________________ 

(7) Karawa (fishermen) is one of the castes in Sri Lankan.  Others include Goigama (cultivators), 

Nawandanna (goldsmith), Nakathi (dancers), Berawa (tom-tom beaters), Wahumpura (sweets 

makers), Bathgama (cooks), Kumbal (potters), Rada (washermen), Salagama (cinnamon peelers), 

Durawa (toddy tapers) and  Roddi (not having specific job) (W.D. Laxman, A. Tisdel, 2000,   S. 

Hettige, 2000). 
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other income earning activities, such as the running of small boutiques (eg 

grocers, barber and tailors), coir work and labouring, were stopped by the 

Tsunami.     

 

Post–Tsunami Resettlement Project 

In the aftermath of Tsunami, government, private, national and international non- 

government organizations, and other civil society organizations, such as religious 

and political organizations, came forward to provide short term relief 

programmes and short and long term rehabilitation and reconstruction 

programmes. Rescue was prioritized, followed by provision basic needs, such as 

water, food, clothing, medicines, and shelter. As explained in table 4 local and 

international NGOs played an important role in the immediate and short term 

assistance given to the victims (Appendix 6. ranking of the most active 

organization types, by forms of relief). 

  Of all the local NGOs the contribution made by Sarvodaya was significant. 

Sarvodaya was very active in rescuing people from the disaster, and providing 

them with necessities, in the short and longer term. It set up National Operation 

Centres, collaborating with district centres in all areas to bring immediate relief 

to the affected people.  Table 5 illustrates how Sarvodaya made its contribution 

to the immediate relief activities. (Appendix 7 organizations cited as delivering 

effective relief, by type).   

On the 17
th

 of January 2005, the government launched its rehabilitation 

programme, and Sarvodaya instigated its long term and medium term 

rehabilitation plan Tsunami to Deshodaya (Sarvodaya Publications, 2006).  This 

programme is based on principles developed by the Sarvodaya disaster 
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management division.  This plan introduced five „R‟, Relief, Rehabilitation, 

Reconstruction, Reconciliation, and Reawakening, to the process of disaster 

management. Reconstruction is a medium and long term plan, involving the 

rebuilding of damaged and destroyed infrastructure and homes. The housing 

project in Suduwella came under the auspices of Sarvodaya‟s reconstruction plan.  

Holcim (a multi- national cement company) is one of the donor partners in 

Sarvodaya‟s housing project and it has provided funds to construct houses in 

several Tsunami-affected districts in Sri Lanka. Table 6 illustrates the housing 

projects started by Sarvodaya, under the patronage of Holcim, and their current 

status.  

 

Table 4.1: Holcim-sponsored houses, by district, and their status in March 

2006  

 

District No. houses  Current status  

Batticaloa  26 Not yet completed 

Kalmunai 50 Not yet completed 

Trincomalee 37 Not yet completed 

Galle 37 Handed over in July 2005 

Matara  39 Handed over in July 2005 

Source: From waves of compassion to waves of transformation, 2006 

 

The houses constructed in Matara and Galle were completed and handed 

over to the recipients within six months of the Tsunami. In Matara district, seven 

houses were built in Battiegama, two in Beliwatta, 10 in Kottegoda, and 20 in 

Suduwella. I have selected the housing project implemented in Suduwella village 

as a case study.  
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4.6 Summary and Conclusion  

This chapter has discussed the context of the study at the macro level and the 

micro level.  First, it explored the socio-economic and political development in 

Sri Lanka. Secondly, it showed how NGOs historically developed in the country.  

And last, it examined the Sarvodaya organization (the case study) and its two 

community development projects implemented in Hambantota and Matara 

districts, including their socio- economic backgrounds.  

In this study, NGO accountability is perceived to be a context-specific, 

socially, politically and culturally articulated process, which is shaped along with 

changes and development that takes place in society. The chapter has focused on 

these changes and development, emphasizing landmark events which occurred 

during in Sri Lanka‟s history.  It discussed how the main economic, socio-

political and cultural foundations which were laid long ago, provide the basis for 

Sri Lankan society today.  The section on the modern historical period after the 

16
th

 century examined how indigenous society was influenced by these old socio-

political, economic and cultural foundations, and transformed into its current 

makeup. The chapter identifies the current socio-political, economic and cultural 

context in Sri Lanka, as being a hybrid of both indigenous and western 

characteristics.   

This contextual background will enable analysis of the data obtained from 

the case study, and an attempt to address the specific research questions 

identified in chapter 2. The next chapter will present a historical analysis of the 

formation of the socialsed form of accountability prevalent in the Sarvodaya 

organization.    
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Chapter 5 

The Form of Accountability under Hegemonic Formation  
 

 

5.1 Introduction                                                                                                                                                                                  

This Chapter examines the form of accountability and its practice of Sarvodaya 

during the period of its hegemonic formation from 1958 to 1980. As explained in 

Chapter 4, Sarvodaya has emerged as the largest national-level NGO involved in 

community development and humanitarian activities in Sri Lanka. Through its 

activities, Sarvodaya has achieved an immense social power, by securing the 

consent of the people. It has maintained that power for around five decades.  

Overall, two phases can be identified in Sarvodaya‟s development: from 

inception to 1980, and from 1980 to the present. The first research question 

mentioned in Chapter 2 concerns the formation of a form of accountability and its 

practice in the first phase of Sarvodaya operation. It will be answered by 

analyzing the empirical materials, in accordance with the theoretical frame-work 

developed in Chapter 2 - which is based on Gramsci‟s theory of hegemony. 

Accordingly, this Chapter examines the relationship between two broad 

processes, the creation of hegemony and the formation of a form of 

accountability. 

 The chapter has three main sections. The first section analyses the process 

of the creation of Sarvodaya hegemony and its cultural, political and economic 

ramifications. The second explains the process of the formation of accountability 

in Sarvodaya, focusing on the set of social relations emerged during the period of 

the creation of its hegemony. The last section discusses how this form of 

accountability impacts on community development in rural society. 
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5.2 Sarvodaya and Hegemony 

As demonstrated in Chapter 4, Gramsci explained the concept of hegemony by 

illustrating the way that a political party gains state power through intellectual 

and moral leadership, established in civil society in order to win over the consent 

of the people. However, as Joseph (2000) explained the concept of hegemony 

should not only be applied to the proletarian struggle (as is the case in its early 

Russian usage) but also to society as a whole which makes it a general feature of 

widespread social formation, rather than a feature of the struggle of a particular 

group. Thus, hegemonic framework can be employed to analyse the achieving of 

social power, by civil society organizations like Sarvodaya, in order to provide 

social services on a par with the state. Dasgupta (1982, P.45) stated that 

“Voluntary action, in the hands of some of its most important promoters, has 

never remained an apolitical event. It has eschewed party politics and tried to 

bring in loka niti, or a new type of power role at the centre of the stage”. That is 

hegemony.   

 Thus, Sarvodaya based on voluntary actions strived to bring in such a new 

social power creating its hegemony over the society. I see hegemony as an 

intellectual and moral leadership achieved by engineering consensus through 

manipulation of the content of cultural formations (that is, caste, family relations, 

social division, values, beliefs and attitudes) and other major institutions, such as 

religion, the media, and the education system.  In its first phase of development 

Sarvodaya established an intellectual and moral leadership over other groups in 

society, building up social relations through intellectuals and manipulating 

cultural formations in Sri Lankan society.  In understanding the creation of this 

hegemonic process, as explained in Chapter 2, it is first important to examine the 
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nature of the organic crisis prevailed in the country by the end of the 1950s, 

which paved the way for the emergence of Sarvodaya hegemony.   

 

5.2.1 Organic Crisis 

As explained in Chapter 4, from independence to 1956, the state power in Sri 

Lanka was in the hands of pro-West political group who spoke English, dressed 

in western cloths and behaved like foreigners skewing to the western culture. 

They were closely cooperative with the imperial government. They have been 

conservative in mind, capitalist and anti Marxist in ideology (Woodward, 1969; 

Wilson, 1975; Warnapala, 1992), and have been alienated from their own culture 

(Brecher, 1963). They maintained the colonial economic structure based on 

plantations which disrupted the traditional economic order based on paddy 

farming agriculture. During the regime of this new political leadership (1947-

1956), the rural society was highly neglected. Government services and other 

facilities were restricted only to urban areas while a least attention was paid for 

the rural communities and their needs and wants. As a result, the rural lives 

became so miserable being experienced with numerous social and economic 

problems. As Lakshman and Tisdell (2000) have explained by independence, 

nearly 85% of the population were living in rural areas were engaged in 

agriculture. Apart from a small group of elite and middle class people, in 

government jobs, village communities lived a miserable life - with limited access 

to basic nutrition, clothing and shelter. Many men, women and children were 

malnourished, and a large number of men and small children were bare bodied 

over waist and some small children were seen fully bare bodied. Very few people 

in rural areas wore shoes, even children going to school. A large proportion of 
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people lived in houses without lavatories, a power supply or running water. And 

it was the same story in a large number of fishing villages on the coast 

(Lakshman and Tisdell, 2000).  

 Thus, by independence, rural poverty was emerging as a crisis in the new 

political environment. Housing, health, sanitary problems, and poor infra-

structure were burning issues in rural areas. The state leadership had no solution 

to this crisis and, consequently, it became very unpopular in the1950s and lost the 

consent of society. As explained in Chapter 2, this crisis led to the struggle to 

create a new balance of political forces–which required the reshaping of state 

institutions and the formation of new ideologies (Goddard, 2002). Thus, as was 

explained in Chapter 4, in 1956 the left-oriented MEP emerged as a new 

hegemonic power which challenged the UNP-state leadership, by offering new 

state institutions and new ideological solutions. The MEP was hostile to the 

western-oriented life style, and strove to protect traditional culture and customs 

(Tambiah, 1986). They claimed that they were guardians of the indigenous 

culture, and spoke their mother tongue, and dressed in indigenous costume. They 

made great promises about provision of social and welfare services for poor 

people, especially those living in rural areas, in order to raise the standard of 

living.  

 On the other hand, the 1950s are seen as an awakening period in Sri Lanka, 

in socio-political and cultural spheres and it has become an encouraging 

atmosphere for Sarvodaya to crate a new hegemonic power. Buddhist thoughts 

and practices and feelings of national consciousness also became popular during 

this era. They had been suppressed during the previous regime, and had fuelled to 

enhance the existing organic crisis in 1950s. There was an upsurge of the Sinhala 
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Buddhist nationalist movement in the spheres of political and civil society during 

1950s. The movement demanded the Sinhala language be accepted as an official 

language and to give the due place for Buddhism as it was before the Western 

powers ruled the country. Religious-based social movements and Buddhist 

activists (including Buddhist monks), political party leaders, and journalists 

played an important role in the call for these demands. In this crisis situation, the 

new hegemonic leadership mobilized the people under five major social forces, 

called Puncha Maha Balavega-Sanga, Veda, Guru, Govi, Kamkaru (five great 

forces): that is Buddhist monks, indigenous doctors, teachers, farmers, and 

labourers (Weerawardena, 1960; Jayawardena, 1985). They also promised to 

make Sinhala the official language of the country, within 24 hours. Through the 

general election of 1956 the MEP came to power with a land-slide victory (see 

Chapter 4). The Buddhist monks were recognized as the most active group in this 

socio, political and cultural revitalization. Religious and nationalist thoughts 

were manifested through the national movements in the arts, music, drama, 

literature and religion. New civil society organizations sprang up, celebrating the 

indigenous culture and religion. This was an encouraging background within 

which social organizations could strive to revive indigenous cultural values and 

belief in rural areas. 

 However, this new hegemonic leadership (MEP) also failed to address the 

needs of poor people living in rural areas, even though they implemented some 

rural development programmes (Chapter 4). This resulted the issues in rural 

areas, that is poor housing, health, education, water supply, sanitation, and 

infrastructure (roads, culvert, bridges), remained unresolved. And the gap 

between rural and urban areas widen further. Even after 1956, when rural people 
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represented 85% of the population, they had a miserable, impoverished life.  

They became increasingly disappointed with government services, which failed 

to inspire the confidence. This crisis paved the way for a third party to address 

the issues of poor people, especially those who were living in rural areas. It was 

at this time that Sarvodaya appeared as a social agent with a new ideology and 

approach, and the ability to establish its own hegemonic position in society-by 

addressing the issues of poor people in rural areas.  

 

5.2.2 Mechanisms in the War of Position  

As explained in Chapter 2, it takes a long period to achieve a new hegemony, and 

strategies employed in this period have been identified in Gramscian terms as 

war of position. The war of position enabled a new social group to employ 

strategies and mechanisms, in order to establish its hegemony when they operate 

in the contexts of a democratic civil society.  

 As explained in Chapter 4, Sarvodaya emerged in a democratic, but 

politically and socially weak civil society and an under-developed economy. Sri 

Lankan civil society was not a product of bourgeoisie democratic revolution 

created through structural transformations, which gradually occurred thoroughly 

embracing economic, social and political changes as happened in western 

societies. Instead, it evolved as a direct result of externally-introduced changes, 

brought about by British colonial rule. However, its development cannot be seen 

as a complete break away from the traditional socio-economic order. Its 

characteristics were formed through the influence of the plantation economy, the 

Westminster model of parliamentary democracy, the English education system, 

western liberal values, and aspects of the old social order. Hence, it has been 
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characterized, on one hand, by the influence of western traditions, and, on the 

other, by old, indigenous socio-economic and cultural traditions. Especially in 

rural areas these traditional values, with strong religious affiliations (attitudes, 

practices and faith), influenced by Buddhism, remained dominant, and the impact 

of externally-introduced changes became largely superficial. In this civil society 

context, Sarvodaya employed its strategies and mechanisms to create its 

hegemony. In this regard, indigenous society influenced by Buddhist religion and 

political system based on western democracy accommodate for the creation of its 

hegemonic leadership in the society.   

 As Simon (1991) explained (see Chapter 2) the war of position is a 

revolutionary process, which transformed the system of social relations in civil 

society. This transformation is based on a new social alliance, which created a 

new social block of social forces unified by a common goal. This unification 

becomes the key factor of the concept of hegemony, and it is the outcome of the 

activities performed by the members of a political party in civil society for its 

hegemony. Although Sarvodaya had different aims from a political party its 

ideological struggle reflected that of a political party. It was involved in the same 

revolutionary process to transform the system of social relations, and build a 

broad bloc of various social forces unified by a common aim. As explained in 

Chapter 4 Sarvodaya organized social groups with a collective mission to create a 

new social order, where there was neither poverty nor affluence-by awakening 

society through a long process of sharing of labour and resources on a voluntary 

basis (Collected Works, vol. 1). This new social order was to be based on the 

values of truth, non-violence and self-denial, and governed by the ideals of 

participatory democracy (Perera, et al, 1992; Perera, 1997). Under this broad 
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mission and social order it aimed to achieve four main objectives: (1) developing 

personality of youths remaining indigenous culture and having understood of the 

rapid changes taking place in around. (2) Awakening the rural communities to the 

realities of social change and help them to become agents of such change, in 

keeping with their own culture and interests. (3) Achieving national integration 

by giving the opportunities to all people, irrespective of cast, race, religion, or 

language, to contribute to their share in common effort of nation building based 

on the principles of the organization, that is; truth, non-violence and self- denial, 

and with the objective of realizing fundamental human rights and social justice. 

(4) Bringing about collaboration between people and communities with their 

identity, ideas and progressive programmes in other countries of the world 

(Collected Works, Vol. 1. p46). These objectives and mission helped Sarvodaya 

to establish relationships with various social groups, and to align to a broad social 

block.     

 As Gramsci suggests power is best understood as a relation. The social 

relations of civil society are also relations of power, (Simon, 1991). However, 

Sarvodaya‟s power was different from state power, and that of other political 

parties, in terms of the sources of power. It established relationships to achieve 

both spiritual and material development in society. It addressed the inner 

qualities of the people and mobilized them for a broad social, economic, political 

and spiritual change. Denis Goulet, (1981, p. vii) stated „Sarvodaya could argue 

that its sources of power are very different, that in fact they are the opposite of 

high visibility power, since they are rooted in the religious ideal of the 

renunciation of secular aggressive power, that, therefore, Sarvodaya moves 

beneath the turbulent surface of political activity, it tries to reach the deep-seated 
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mainsprings of human action, and that it sets in motion processes leading to 

spiritual and material well-being which have a more permanent, a more organic, 

and  enduring impact on society‟.  

 In the process of achieving its hegemony, Sarvodaya established 

relationships with various social groups, including low caste marginalised 

communities, poor farmers in deprived villages, fishing communities in coastal 

areas, and other social groups, explored below. It started providing community 

development to these poor communities. In the first phase of Sarvodaya‟s 

development, Shramadana (see more below) was its main activity - conducted 

with the support and participation of various social groups. This gave the 

Sarvodaya leadership the opportunity to broaden its knowledge on social 

problems, develop its ideology and concepts, and establish relationships with 

other social groups, such as school teachers, Buddhist Bhikkus (monk) 

government officers, social workers, and philanthropists (see chapter, 4). They 

helped Sarvodaya to mobilize people for a common goal, forming themselves as 

a broad social block with other village people organized under the Sarvodaya 

leadership. Throughout this process Sarvodaya maintained an intensive dialogue 

with these groups, as Gramsci has stressed that in creation of a social bloc, a 

party should lead, intensify and develop dialogue within the working class and 

between the working class and other subordinate classes which could be brought 

into alliance with it (Cox, 1993).  

 In the creation of a social bloc, ideology plays an important role. „Ideology 

has a material existence in these practical activities. It provides people with rules 

of practical conduct and moral behaviour, and is equivalent to „a religion 

understood in the secular sense of unity of faith between conception of the world 
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and a corresponding norm of conduct‟ (SPN 326). As explained in Chapter 4, 

since the 1960s Sarvodaya has developed its own ideology, mainly based on the 

values of indigenous rural society, Buddhist philosophy, the thoughts of 

Mahatma Gandhi and the actions of Vinoba Bhave (a follower of Mahatma 

Gandhi)  (Kantowsky, 1980; Wismeijer, 1980, Collected Works, vol. 1). 

Wickramasinghe (1978) categorized Sarvodaya‟s ideology into five distinctive 

features: a religious–spiritual basis, integrated development (reaction against the 

western paradigm of development), innovative traditionalism (Shramadana 

kayya, a new role for Buddhist monks), reformism, and impressionism 

(impressionism rather than scientific research). As most of these ideas were 

based on indigenous culture, influenced by the teachings of Buddhism, 

Sarvodaya found it easy to make people aware of these concepts and unite them 

towards ideology. As Simon explains, ideological struggle does not represent  a 

pure fresh start; rather it is a process of rearranging and combining elements in a 

different way with a central principle. The old ideology is also a popular one and 

so, new system may rearrange elements and contents (Simon, 1991). Broadly, the 

indigenous society and culture, and, specifically, the organic crisis which 

prevailed at the end of the 1950s, created a suitable environment for Sarvodaya to 

establish its ideology.  

 Sarvodaya diffused this ideology across society through awakening the 

dormant cultural and religious feelings of people, by employing different 

mechanisms by creating a collective social will for its activities. During the long 

period of the war of position a collective will is gradually formed, through the 

establishment of a new ideology in society (Goddard, 2002). To achieve this, the 

role of intellectuals was of prime importance. According to Gramsci, the role of 
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intellectuals is important in the process of establishing one group‟s ideas in 

society (Joll, 1977). Sarvodaya chose school-teachers, Buddhist clergy, 

indigenous doctors, village-level government officers, and philanthropists to 

disseminate its ideology by creating a collective social will for its activities.  The 

above groups maintained social leadership. They were respected, especially in 

rural areas, and people were willing to listen to what they had to say - believing 

them to be well informed and capable of leading them in the right direction.    

 These rural-based, organic intellectuals were instrumental in wining the 

consent of the people for Sarvodaya ideology and its activities in rural areas. 

Sarvodaya strongly believed that rural leaders and other active members of 

Sarvodaya could play a decisive role in the process of the creation of its 

hegemony. It also believed that the people who lived in rural areas were aware of 

their own problems and capable of solving them by themselves.  

 According to Gramsci, the organic intellectuals are the organizers of the 

hegemony of a class (Simon, 1991). Of above mentioned organic intellectuals, 

Sinhala-medium school teachers and Buddhist monks were thought to be most 

important. Buddhist monks, who had exercised religious hegemony over society 

for generations, were the best organizers of Sarvodaya hegemony, and they could 

best help the NGO to achieve the consent of society. By using their religious 

leadership they could mediate the different social groups, irrespective of their 

caste, economic capability, education, or political affiliation, and achieve the 

creation of Sarvodaya hegemony. In addition to Buddhist monks, school-

teachers, university professors, lecturers, and government officers helped to 

establish Sarvodaya hegemony, by wining the consent of the people (colleted 

works, Vol.1). As Gramsci explained, the organic intellectuals of the working 
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class would perform a similar role as intellectuals in bourgeois class played, in 

the creation of a new historic bloc for the working class hegemony within that 

society. To do this, they would have to evolve a clear distinctive culture, 

organization, and techniques, and do so in constant interaction with members in 

the emergent bloc (Cox, 1993). Sarvodaya did the same. Through these 

intellectuals Sarvodaya established a distinctive organization and culture and 

techniques, which enabled it to interact with members of its emerging social 

block–and, in so doing, it nurtured its hegemony.            

According to Gramsci, the achievement and maintenance of hegemony is 

largely a matter of education (Joll, 1977).  The Sarvodaya leader also attached 

enormous importance to education, believing it to be synonymous with the total 

awakening of the personality of an individual (Collected Works, Vol.1). 

Education, he said, is a process which goes on throughout one‟s life and leads to 

total enlightenment. In the early phase of Sarvodaya, the main educational 

activities carried out were lectures, seminars and Shramadana camps, aimed at 

educating participants in community development activities, and Sarvodaya 

ideology and its concepts. All these helped to achieve Sarvodaya hegemony in 

the society. In this hegemonic process conducting Shramadana camps, 

establishing village groups, maintaining relationships with temples and Buddhist 

clergy, conducting seminars, engaging with the media and influential people in 

the villages, were all important activities. Beyond the village, the relationship 

between Sarvodaya and the government and donors was also instrumental.             
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Shramadana 

Shramadana camps were the main tool that Sarvodaya used to diffuse its 

ideology. As a mechanism for mobilizing people to reach a common goal, it was 

very effective.  The core idea of Shramadana was closely linked with one of the 

main practices of Buddhist society, Dana–that is giving voluntarily one‟s labour, 

property, food, time, and knowledge for the benefit of others. The voluntary 

sharing of labour has been practiced in other socio-economic activities in society, 

throughout its history. From the feudal age through to the colonial period, and to 

modern times, this practice has prevailed in the rural sector, substantially 

unchanged. For example, the entire paddy field cultivation process, (including 

field preparation, sowing, weeding and harvesting) has been conducted on this 

collective basis. This has variously been known as samudan (collective giving), 

kaiya (collective working), and aththam (helping on a mutual basis). Apart from 

agricultural activity, this collective social practice has also operated in, for 

example, house and temple construction, land preparation, making wattle and 

daub, roof thatching, and digging public wells. So Shramadana, as a concept and 

as a social practice, was not new in Sri Lankan society. Therefore, Sarvodaya 

found it easy to organize village people around Shramadana works carried out 

under its leadership.   

 Shramadana camps were well organized, focusing on mainly three 

activities- planning, implementation and monitoring.  The people attending a 

Shramadana are divided into teams, and each assigned a special task to perform 

during the period of the camp. The participants follow a strict code of self-

discipline. Physical, educational, and cultural activities were conducted giving 

equal importance during the period of Shramadana camps. In a Shramadana 
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camp, Sarvodaya ideology is taught, along with four basic principles of group 

behaviour - sharing of wealth, power and responsibility; use of pleasant language 

(addressing each other as Ayya (elder brother), Akka (elder sister), Malli 

(younger brother), Nangi (younger sister), Amma (mother), Thathta (father), 

Nenda (aunt), and Mama (uncle)); construction activities; and the concept of 

equality. Wismeijer (1980) explains that in a Shramadana camp a lot of time is 

spent on discussions, in which Sarvodaya ideology, community development 

problems and possible solutions are discussed-rather participation in physical 

activities. Shramadana camps are defined as „a place where men, women and 

children, irrespective their social status (caste, class and creed), who accept the 

Sarvodaya ideology, come to live and work together for a certain period of time, 

varying from two days to a month‟ (Collected Work, vol.1, p. 62). Moreover, the 

people who attend a camp should accept two conditions: first, they should adapt 

to the way of social life advocated by Sarvodaya, which is based on the above-

mentioned four principles of group behaviour. Secondly, they must combine their 

labour to complete a physical task that satisfies the community‟s needs. In a 

Shramadana camp two parties are involved, the villagers and the trained 

volunteers. As the villagers are recipients of services they are required to 

participate in some pre-camp activities, such as providing accommodation, food 

and drink, basic sanitation, and tools and equipment. In addition, they should 

inform their local government officials about the Shramadana activity and get 

their consent for it (eg. cutting a road) and other neighbour villagers for their 

support. Most of the early Sarvodaya Shramadana camps attracted students who 

shared their resources-time, thoughts, and labour-with local poor people (Perera, 

et al, 1992). Sarvodaya selected volunteers from schools and universities and 
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trained them in Shramadana activities. They were trained in Sarvodaya‟s 

ideology and principles, its code of self discipline, problems experienced by rural 

communities, and targets to be achieved.  

             A Shramadana camp is usually inaugurated ceremonially in the evening 

with the lighting of a traditional oil lamp by one of the village elders, or a child; 

the national flag is hoisted, along with the Sarvodaya flag, and Buddhist priests 

chant the seth pirith (religious blessings) and sing the Sarvodaya song. The 

ceremonial inauguration is followed by the family gathering; an important event 

which helps brings people together and fosters familial unity. A Sarvodaya 

member, or a youth leader, initiates a debate on village problems and possible 

solutions. Sarvodaya believes that the trained volunteers come to the village to 

learn not to teach, and to share their knowledge and skills, not to give charity. 

They all sit on a mat spread on the floor, with no distinction made between 

outsider-villagers, literate-illiterate, high caste-low caste, or poor-rich. This event 

has helped Sarvodaya to create the broad social bloc while  enhancing the 

consciousness of the people about the Sarvodaya ideology and practice , in order 

to remove any man-made barriers that lead to unequal opportunity (Collected 

Works, Vol. 1).   In the family gathering they talk about the village history, their 

customs and beliefs, and their problems and potential solutions. Well-known 

Buddhist teachings and their importance are discussed. This event is followed by 

traditional singing and dancing. This family gathering takes nearly four hours to 

complete, and it is a major event on each day during the camp. A few minutes of 

meditation are said at the end of each day of the Shramadana. Through this 

process, Sarvodaya uses Shramadana camps to help to develop both the 

psychological and physical infrastructure of rural villages.  
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 Shramadana has helped to unite village people who were previously 

fragmented in terms of party politics, caste, class, religion and race. Professor 

Hewage, a prominent university teacher has appreciated the family gathering as 

the main event of the Shramadana camp, as it helped to eradicate fragmentation 

of rural society. He said, “Peaceful villages united and contented traditionally, 

but torn asunder within the last two decades into lazy, aggressive, corrupt, 

warring groups due to party politics and its after effects, now found new solace in 

the family get together, organized by Sarvodaya workers” (Collected Works 

vol.1, p.65). He lists the benefits of Shramadana as being: a unique first hand 

opportunity for rural and urban groups to meet; the rural community becomes 

aware that self-reliance and self-help can improve their condition; there can be an 

emergence of new rural leadership and a new dynamic development-oriented 

unity, which replaces divisions based on caste, religion and political ideology 

(Collected Works Vol.1).    

 Dasgupta says that Shramadana organized by Sarvodaya yield more returns 

because obviously the values that inspire the workers provide the multiples 

(Dasgupta, 1982, p.34). Shramadana stimulates the rural cultural values of 

corporation and sharing, which are inherent in rural society. In addition, 

Sarvodaya leaders believe that through Shramadana rural organic leaders can be 

identified-and they are more able to understand, analyse and solve their own local 

problems, specific to the areas where they grew up and live these leaders play an 

important role in gaining the consent of the rural people for Sarvodaya and its 

activities through Shramadana.   
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Formation of village groups  

A hegemonic class or social group gains the consent of other classes and social 

groups through creating and maintaining a system of grouping by means of 

political and ideological struggles (Goddard, 2002). The process of creating a 

social bloc, through manipulating its ideology, was fostered by Sarvodaya 

through the formation of different social groups in the village. Sarvodaya formed 

five groups in a village where Sarvodaya activities perform, such as a children‟s 

group, a youth group, a mothers‟ group, a farmers‟ group and an adult group. 

Through these groups, people in the village were unified in one ideology and 

mobilized towards a common goal–that is the discouragement of other village 

groupings based on politics, caste, race, religion, profession and education. All 

these groups were represented on the Village Re-awakening Council, which was 

responsible for village development under the Sarvodaya development 

programme (Ariyaratne, 1974, 1978).    

 The children‟s group (singhithi haula) includes children aged 15 years and 

under. It was the first group to be formed. The idea for the formation of a 

children‟s group was suggested in a Shramadana camp, organized in a village. 

The first activity of the children‟s group was to establish a library. All village 

children‟s groups are now linked by the national Sarvodaya Union of Children‟s 

groups, which is attached to the Sarvodaya Head office in Colombo-formed by 

the children of older members and the younger siblings of youth members of 

Sarvodaya. This Union of Children‟s groups‟ assists in the formation of village-

based children‟s groups and provides them with information about activities.  

The second group which was formed was the mothers‟ group (mau 

haula), which plays a key role in the community development programme in the 
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village. Mothers are the most important, influential and respected social group, 

who have ability and the power to influence men and children in the village.  

Sarvodaya enhanced the knowledge of mothers in different activities, for 

example bringing up children, home gardening, increasing family income, and 

improving the moral and religious foundations within families. The Sarvodaya 

Union of Mothers‟ group helped the village women to form their own group and 

educated them on the above activities. Mothers‟ groups are also required to 

undertake responsibility for conducting pre-school education and community 

health programmes in the villages. 

 The third group was the youth‟s group (yovun haula), which includes young 

people over 16 years. This group was formed along with a community 

development activity in the village. As the most active group in the village, it 

plays a significant role in all village community development activities, such as 

organizing Shramadana, maintaining educational and recreational projects, and 

developing cottage industries. The Sarvodaya Union of Youth groups assists with 

all the activities of the youth group in the village.   

 The forth group is the farmers‟ group (govi haula), formed by paddy 

farmers, and the fifth group is the adults‟ group (samudan haula), which includes 

educated and skilled people, such as teachers, government officials, carpenters, 

masons, and artists. In the village social and economic structure, these adults are 

always important, as they are the source of knowledge, skills and experience in 

different activities. They are also in a position to provide a leadership for other 

people in the village.    

 Together they form the Village Re-awakening Council. This includes 

representatives of the above five groups. Each representative, individually as a 
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member of a group and collectively as part of the council, is responsible for the 

development programme of the village. Once a week members of each group 

meet, and their representatives are also required to attend council meetings.  

 Thus, Sarvodaya formed a broad social bloc representing all social groups in 

the village, through the formation of the aforementioned social groups. In this 

way Sarvodaya replaced the traditional social groupings, which used to prevail in 

the village, and which were based on caste, wealth, education, and social status, 

with a new system of social groupings which mobilized village people towards 

one ideology.  This is the process which ensured Sarvodaya hegemony in the 

village. Sassoon (2000) explained, when hegemony is built there should be 

compromise between social groups, and a transformation of their sectional 

interests and the promotion of a collective, general interest. Accordingly, when 

Sarvodaya hegemony was established there emerged a social compromise which 

transformed the sectional interests of the village people, replacing them with a 

general interest, under the leadership of Sarvodaya.  

 

Temple and Buddhist clergy   

As Femia (1975) states, supremacy of a social group may manifest itself its 

hegemony through the institutions of civil society. In the context of the creation 

of Sarvodaya hegemony Buddhist temples played a significant role. As 

mentioned in Chapter 4 Buddhist monks emerged as the sole guardians of 

society.  They have had immense influence over socio, cultural, and political 

developments of the country, and have cemented the relationship between state, 

society and religion for a long time.  Even now Buddhist monks maintain their 

historic role, linking the past with the present by engaging in a variety of 
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services, such as education, rural reconstruction, anti-crime campaigns, relief 

work, social welfare, and party politics-in addition to their religious activities.  

 In this way Buddhist temples maintain a hegemonic leadership of society. 

This leadership has been maintained for more than 2,000 years-since the 

establishment of the Buddhist culture in Sri Lanka. During the period of the 

ancient kings before western imperialism, Buddhist monks were the royal 

advisors. The hegemony of the orthodox state never challenged the Buddhist 

hegemony, but rather used it to gain and maintain power. Even after 

independence, state leaders used the hegemony of Buddhist monks to establish 

and maintain their hegemonic leadership. Similarly, Sarvodaya also used the 

temple and monks to create its hegemony in civil society-at the local and national 

level.  

 During the period when Sarvodaya‟s leader Dr. Ariyaratne worked as a part 

time teacher in Vidyodaya Pirivena (a traditional Buddhist academy in 

Colombo), he established a close relationship with Buddhist Bhikkus, who gave 

him continuous support for his activities later on. Liyanage (1988) said that it 

was through Vidyodaya Pirivena that Dr. Ariyaratne was able to establish 

friendly and cordial relationships with over 1,000 Buddhist monks all over the 

country. These relationships were used to gain access to villages, in order to later 

perform Sarvodaya‟s activities.  

At local and village level, the Buddhist temple is the place where people 

gather and discuss community matters. Buddhist monks are highly respected and 

are able to mediate between different social groups, through Buddhist teaching.  

The Buddhist monks have a great concern for all social, political, and cultural 

development in the village. They give their advice on how people can organize 
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their lives, in accordance with religious and moral values. Temple is the fountain 

of all good practices flowing throughout village society. Villagers willingly 

follow what monks ask them to do. All the social groups in the village are closely 

linked through the activities of the Buddhist monks.  So, establishing a good 

relationship with the Buddhist monks and with the temples was very important 

for Sarvodaya, during its process of establishing its hegemony in society. Apart 

from the poor villagers, the village elite groups who are relatively rich, educated 

and belonging to higher castes also maintain a close relationship with the village 

temple. They are the gate-keepers of a village. Sarvodaya also established and 

maintained relationships with them through the temple monks.  

 In the early period of Sarvodaya, Sarvodaya contacted the villages mainly 

through the Buddhist temple. Commenting on this, a village-based Sarvodaya 

member said:  

„The Sarvodaya movement brought to this village by Rev. Rathanasara 

because of his personal contact with Ariyarathna sir. It was in 1978/9. 

We made roads through Shramadana activity. At first, the Sarvodaya 

society was established in Telulla in 1979. Then Siriyagama village 

was formed and it became the centre of the society. At the temple we 

made a visrama shala (places for shot-stay for pilgrims). Ariyarathna 

sir and other Sarvodaya leaders came and stayed there for some times. 

We renovated the Bundala tank through Shramadana. The monk 

Rathanasara is the leader of these activities. He was the secretary of 

the Asian Buddhist Society. Through him we could receive some 

facilities with the support of Sarvodaya.‟ (37) 

 

This Buddhist monk had personal contacts with Sarvodaya leader, as well as the 

then UNP government. He was also able to maintain a kind of leadership in the 

village. As the village people had close links with this monk and the temple, 

Sarvodaya was able to contact the villagers through the Buddhist monk.   

Sarvodaya, in general, used the temples as a place to meet village people 

under the patronage of Buddhist monks. The temple offered a good environment 
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for Sarvodaya‟s activities, and if the monks recommended the organization this 

helped to increase the participation of villagers in Sarvodaya‟s activities. The 

Sarvodaya village groups (discussed above) met in the temple to discuss local 

community development plans. Most of the time, the priest is the chief advisor of 

these village societies. Some programmes, like pre-schools, are conducted by 

using the resources of the temples‟ religious schools. As explained above, 

Sarvodaya ideology and principles are fortified by Buddhist teaching and, thus, 

these two organizations go hand-in-hand.  Because of this Buddhist influence on 

Sarvodaya‟s ideology many monks participate in Sarvodaya‟s activities. Securing 

the support of Buddhist monks has become one of Sarvodaya‟s main objectives. 

Dr. Ariyaratne has stated that Buddhist monks were given the opportunity to play 

a key role in village development, and in the advocacy of the traditional Buddhist 

ideology as an ideological framework for national reconstruction carried out by 

Sarvodaya. Sarvodaya meetings are usually organized immediately after a 

religious event has taken place in the temple, so all the people who participate in 

the religious event can participate in the Sarvodaya activity as well. Usually the 

temple monk advertises the forthcoming Sarvodaya event and asks people to 

participate in it. One District Coordinator, who had more than 35 years 

experience in Sarvodaya organization explained how Sarvodaya used the temple 

to gain access to the villages.  

„In most of the villages, Sarvodaya established relations with the 

people mainly through the temple. First we go to the temple and win 

over the consent of the priests for our philosophy, aims and activities. 

This is not a difficult task as our philosophy is consistent with 

Buddhism and our activities are important for village development. 

Then the temple becomes the centre of our activities. Sometimes, we 

start our meetings just after the preaching of the priest or any other 

religious event at the temple. We used the same place, banamaduwa 

(the hall in which priests made their sermons) for our meetings. Priests 
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gave their all supports to our works and the temple was the strength in 

our all activities.‟ (23)  

 

It is clear how Sarvodaya used the material resources of the temple, the 

monks and their hegemony to diffuse its philosophy throughout village society. 

Sarvodaya and the temple mutually benefited from this, through the development 

of community activities in the village. The temple has the prime responsibility to 

institutionalize the socio-cultural order of the village, through spiritual and moral 

practices, whereas Sarvodaya carries out community development through 

spiritual, moral, and economic practices.  

 Sarvodaya has a separate division for Bhikkhu services which provides 

activities and programmes for Buddhist monks (Wismeijer, 1980). There is a full 

time coordinator, assisted by a team of young monks.  He keeps in contact with 

the temples and monks - linking them to the community programmes that 

Sarvodaya carries out. This section also trains the Buddhist monks in community 

development at the training institute, Pathekada. The trained monks are involved 

in, and organize, village development, and spiritual and cultural activities. 

Choudary (2001/2002) states that the training of the Buddhist monks indicates 

how much Sarvodaya wanted to remain rooted in Buddhism. Training 

programmes for Buddhist monks focus on the socio- economic aspects of 

development and information technology, in the promotion of spiritual values 

and community leadership.   „Sarvodaya seeks an alliance with modern sections 

of the Buddhist establishment. In cooperation with all three Nikayas (Buddhist 

monk sectors, Siyam, Amarapura, Ramanna), it trains monks and tries to use 

them as agents of change to spread innovations of Sarvodaya throughout the 

countryside‟ (Kantowsky, 1980, p. 200).   
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Seminars, Media and Influential people in the village  

The Sarvodaya leader used his position as a teacher in a leading Buddhist school 

to establish Sarvodaya‟s ideology throughout the school system. After 1958, 

when Shramadana camps became popular, he was invited to give seminars at 

different schools across the country. He used this opportunity to make students 

aware of Sarvodaya‟s principles. In most early Shramadana camps school 

children played a significant role, sharing their labour and knowledge with other 

village people and Sarvodaya participants. And, as an influential social group, the 

children helped the Sarvodaya leadership to spread the message of Sarvodaya to 

their fellow citizens (family, relatives, friends, etc.). In the early period of 

Sarvodaya‟s development the mass media-newspapers and radio-was used to 

publicise Sarvodaya‟s activities. Newspaper articles and radio discussions 

focused on Shramadana camps-helping to pass the Sarvodaya ideology across 

society.  

 Sarvodaya used the support of influential village people to create its 

hegemony in the village. The Vedamahathmaya (indigenous village doctor), 

school teachers, gramaseva niladari (village government officer), social workers, 

and wealthy people who already involved in Sarvodaya‟s activities, were 

important in spreading information about Sarvodaya. They all contributed by, for 

example, providing materials, food, equipment, labour and knowledge when 

Sarvodaya‟s activities took place in the village. They also acted as gate-keepers 

in the village. In most cases, Sarvodaya accessed them through the village 

temple, as they usually maintained a good relationship with the monks. 

Sarvodaya was able to use the support of these people to help solve village 

problems. For instance, when a village road was constructed, landlords agreed to 
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donate land, the gramaseva niladari (village government officer) made the 

necessary legal arrangements, and the vedamahathmaya and teachers provided 

their knowledge to prepare documents if necessary. If there is any kind of 

conflict the Buddhist monks in the village temple helped to resolve it. So, in the 

end, the cutting of the new road became the work of all the village people. In the 

main, rich people donate wealth, money not labour, and poor people provide their 

labour. But Sarvodaya succeeded in sharing the work and decision-making 

among the various different social groups-because Shramadana activity is 

perceived as a value driven activity (Dasgupta , 1982). 

 

The relationship with the government   

Sarvodaya‟s relationship with the state was an ambiguous one, sometimes it was 

good and sometimes it was confrontational. However, from its inception 

Sarvodaya used its relationship with different governments to establish its 

hegemony. Initially, Sarvodaya organized Shramadana camps in collaboration 

with the government‟s Rural Development Department. Later on, in parallel to 

Sarvodaya Shramadana work, the government also started to conduct some of its 

own rural development projects through Shramadana. The Land Development 

Department set up a separate section called the National Service Branch-utilising 

foreign funds for these activities. Subsequently, its name was changed to the 

National Shramadana Service (Collected Works, vol.1; Wismijer, 1980). 

Sarvodaya worked with the government‟s Shramadana National Service Branch- 

which brought mutual benefits for both parties. In addition, Sarvodaya conducted 

several rehabilitation programmes and disaster relief projects, with the assistance 

of various government departments. Under these projects Sarvodaya received 
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vehicles and equipment from these departments, which it utilised for its own 

activities. Sarvodaya also carried out its own local programs, with the support of 

local government authorities. Among these, there were community kitchens, 

community health programmes, pre-schools programmes and day care centres.  

 But, in the 1970s this friendly relationship turned into a confrontational one 

when Sarvodaya activities rapidly expanded challenging the government‟s 

hegemonic power. By 1970, Sarvodaya had achieved an immense ideological and 

moral leadership. Its leader Dr. Ariyaratne emerged as an influential, national 

figure, capable of influencing the country‟s politics. By the 1970s, Sarvodaya had 

attracted nearly a million members, who accepted the ideology and the activities 

of Sarvodaya, in 2,000 villages, in 22 administrative districts (Ariyaratna, 1978).   

This expansion and the hegemonic leadership of Sarvodaya impacted on its 

relationship with the government. The ADB (1999, p.17) study explains that „In 

the mid 1970s, the increase in stature of Sarvodaya in terms of size, coverage and 

visibility perhaps created an impression that the organization had political 

ambitions. This led to charges being levelled at Sarvodaya. The situation was 

partly due to the fact that at that time the government in power chose to adopt a 

policy of strict control, and thus the very existence of powerful NGOs caused a 

predictable irritation‟.   

These situations led to a cold war between two hegemonies, which lasted 

some time.  Liyanage (1988) explained that during the 1971 youth uprising some 

local politicians tried to stop the Sarvodaya leadership, by making allegations 

that they had direct links to rebels. Some parliamentary members, who have been 

badly affected by the work of Sarvodaya, took some of the claims about 

Sarvodaya to the parliament. The main threat to Sarvodaya came from the 
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Minister of Justice, Felix Dais Bandaranayake, in 1974. In his letter to the 

Sarvodaya leader he wrote, „… Sarvodaya movement was closely associated with 

the rural development activities of the government of Sri Lanka and I expected 

your work to concentrate itself in association with the government. In fact, I had 

requested all Government Members of Parliament to cooperate with you in your 

activities for the welfare of our people in the rural areas. Recent events, however, 

had made me change my mind about the scope and value of the Sarvodaya 

movement as a whole and indeed, events in my own electorate have led me to 

entertain deep suspicious about the genuineness, motivation and the objectives of 

Sarvodaya Movement.‟ ( Liyanage, 1988, p.178) 

 Minister F.D. Bandaranayake was the most powerful figure in the 

government.    His allegations against Sarvodaya reflected the conflict which had 

emerged between the two hegemonies. The minister said that Sarvodaya did not 

officially inform the MP in his electorate about the nature of Sarvodaya activities, 

names of the persons supposed to have engaged in those activities and nature or 

scope of those persons‟ activities. It seemed that the Minister wanted to keep 

Sarvodaya under the control of the state hegemony. Political leaders wanted 

either to bring Sarvodaya activities under their control or stop them. This was 

their response to the challenge and threat posed by Sarvodaya hegemony.  This 

understanding of the situation is evidenced by the minister‟s letter to the 

Sarvodaya leader. He wrote „I do not expect Sarvodaya to function except with 

the consent of the Member of Parliament in every electorate and under the 

leadership of persons approved by him‟ (Liyanage, 1988, p.180). Liyanage states 

the minister circulated this letter to all village government organizers throughout 

the country.  
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 But by this time, the Sarvodaya leader had achieved enough social power to 

resist the government hegemony.  In an exchange of letters with the minister on 

this complex situation, once Dr. Ariyaratne said „I do not reply to your letters and 

I go on with my Sarvodaya activities; you do what you can do in this regard‟. 

After this incident the Sarvodaya leader was asked by the Minister to visit him in 

his office. To this Sarvodaya leader responded „…the Sarvodaya movement is 

also a government and I am the prime minister of that government. Normally, the 

Prime Minister does not go to the ministers and if the minister wants, ask him to 

come and see the Prime Minister.‟ (Liyanage, 1988, p.181) This response is a 

clear reflection of the hegemonic power that Sarvodaya possessed at that time.  

 This conflict was well aired in state newspapers and this publicity impacted 

on the government officers who were by then working with Sarvodaya as part 

time volunteers.  Some left Sarvodaya to reduce the risk that they would lose 

their full time government jobs. Meanwhile, Sarvodaya was not permitted to 

voice its view in the state run newspapers.  So, two weeks after the conflict 

erupted Sarvodaya started its own news paper Sinha Kodiya (Lion Flag), in order 

to communicate the Sarvodaya position to society. In addition, in an attempt to 

settle its dispute with the government, Sarvodaya asked a team of Buddhist 

monks to accompany members of the Sarvodaya Executive Committee to a 

meeting with the then Prime Minister, Mrs Sirimao Bandaranaike. As a result of 

this meting the government agreed to allow Sarvodaya to continue its activities 

without state interference (Liyanage, 1988, p.183).  

 In 1977, when the UNP government came into power (see Chapter 4), 

Sarvodaya was able to strengthen its hegemonic power by continuing its 

activities with the support of the new government. The government‟s major 
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objective, that of establishing a dharmister samajayak (righteous society) 

conformed to Sarvodaya‟s own ideology.  Some members of the new government 

requested the assistance of Sarvodaya in their constituency development 

programmes. As a result, Sarvodaya became involved in development activities 

in 10 of the most backward villages in each constituency in the country. 

Sarvodaya worked according to its own development plan, but in collaboration 

with the government. Under this programmes, Sarvodaya further expanded its 

activities in village areas, with direct government support-which enhanced the 

credibility and hegemonic power of Sarvodaya. Thanks to this programmes 

Sarvodaya was also able to influence constituency government officers, 

community leaders, politicians, and religious leaders, by offering them training, 

through special orientation courses, on Sarvodaya ideology and practices, at its 

head office in Moratuwa (Kantowsky, 1978, p.85). Government leaders 

participated in ceremonies at the NGO‟s head office and openly praised the 

Sarvodaya leadership and its work. The President and the Prime Minister 

declared that  „…the government which is trying to establish a righteous society 

by using political power, and Sarvodaya which is trying to establish a righteous 

society working directly with the people can march hand in hand in the service of 

the country‟ (Colleted works, vol.2, pp. 87-88). At the opening ceremony of 

Sarvodaya‟s new building in Moratuwa on March 21 1978 President 

Jayawardena declared that „…our government and the Sarvodaya movement, 

have many things in common. Both endeavour to create a peaceful, righteous and 

prosperous society in the country based on the teaching of Buddha‟. At the 

opening ceremony of the Sarvodaya international conference, on April 1978, 

Prime Minister Premadasa said that the government had decided to enlist the 
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support of Sarvodaya to build the righteous society it envisaged (Wismijer, 1980, 

p.88). Thus, it was evident that by 1980, there existed conformity between the 

aims of the government and Sarvodaya that enabled Sarvodaya to further expand 

its activities, through its increasingly credible hegemonic leadership.  

 As mentioned in Chapter 4, after 1977 the government embarked on a 

liberalized economic policy. The role of the state was shrunk to ensure a wider 

space for the function of national and international NGOs. This gave Sarvodaya 

the impetus to expand even further. Its ideology, development concepts and 

welfare and community development activities were highly acclaimed, both at 

the national and international level. Sarvodaya began to draw the attention of 

foreign donors, which gave their assistance to help expand Sarvodaya activities.  

 

Sarvodaya-donor relationship  

At the start the Sarvodaya-donor relationship was based on the sharing of 

Sarvodaya experience on the approach of participatory community development. 

In the late 1960s the Sarvodaya leader Dr. Ariyaratne was invited by international 

organizations, like the World Assembly of Youth, the FAO, UNESCO, UNICEF, 

WHO, OXFAM, NOVIB, and FNS, to share with them information about the 

Sarvodaya experience of community development (Sarvodaya publications, 

1994). This opportunity was used by Dr. Ariyaratne to explain Sarvodaya 

ideology and community development strategies, in order to attract these 

organisations to his activities. As a result, from 1972 Sarvodaya received the 

assistance of NOVIB (Netherlands), FNS (West Germany) and HELVETAS 

(Switzerland) to implement designated projects (Collected Works, vol. 1). 

NOVIB was the first donor to help Sarvodaya establish its Thanamalvila Rural 
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Leadership Training Institute. FNS contributed to continuance of the 

Shramadana camps and, in 1972, helped establish the Sarvodaya Headquarters in 

Moratuwa, Colombo (completed in 1978). FNS also helped found the Pathekada 

Bhikku Leadership Training Institute, with residential facilities for 60 trainee 

Bhikkus (completed in 1974). In all, FNS financed Sarvodaya projects for 10 

years, from 1972-1982. Meanwhile, HELVETAS has maintained a continuous 

relationship with Sarvodaya from 1978 to the present day. It supported the 

projects operated by Sarvodaya Rural Technical Services by providing financial 

assistance and technological know-how. Later, CIDA, IDRC (Canada) and 

USAID (USA) also established relationships with Sarvodaya. IDRC (Canada) 

and USAID supported small development projects of Sarvodaya. At the 

beginning the relationships with these organizations were based on mutual 

respect while giving the freedom to Sarvodaya to make its own decisions. 

Sarvodaya has got easy access to these organizations. The relationship with 

NOVIB was more corporative than the usual donor- recipient relationship 

(Collected Works, vol. 1). All these organizations contributed because they 

appreciated Sarvodaya development strategies–that is bottom-up, participatory 

and holistic. Thus, in its drive to achieve hegemony Sarvodaya was assisted both 

by the government and foreign donors. 

 

5.3 Sarvodaya and Accountability     

As mentioned in the Chapter 2, during the period when Sarvodaya was creating 

its hegemony, the socialising form of accountability was formed and practiced. 

This section examines how the above explained hegemonic creation 
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accommodated the formation of this socialising form of accountability in 

Sarvodaya.  

 

5.3.1 Institutionalising an Informal Governance Structure     

The governing structure of an organization determines the nature of its 

accountability. Accountability, in the form of democratic governance, embraces 

stakeholder involvement, through discussions; ensures beneficiary participation 

when local institution building; and creates collaborative partnerships with 

government and other NGOs (Biggs and Neame, 1996; Edwards and Hulme, 

1996).  As explained in Chapter 4, pre-1972, there was no evidence of a formal 

governing structure in Sarvodaya. All activities were performed within an 

informal governing structure. This was evident at both the central and village 

levels. At the central level, a group of volunteer intellectuals were involved in 

activities, under the leadership of Dr. Ariyaratne.  At that time, there was no 

official system or administrative structure. All activities were discussed, decided 

and performed cooperatively, by collective consent. Decisions were made by Dr. 

Ariyaratne, in collaboration with other group members. As mentioned in Chapter 

4, in the first ten years Sarvodaya focussed on Shramadana camps in different 

deprived villages. Most of these villages were selected through the personal 

contact of the Sarvodaya members. Ad hoc social groups emerged to organise the 

camps, with the support of the village people and under the leadership of 

Sarvodaya.  

 By 1972 the organization had expanded throughout the country, and it was 

legitimized through an act of parliament.  Since then making policy decisions has 

been the responsibility of the central executive committee. This was the point 
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when a formal decentralized governing structure was developed for Sarvodaya 

(see, Chapter, 4)  

Similarly, at this time an informal governing structure was established in 

the villages, along with the formation of local groups. At the village level the 

central governing structure was the Village Re-awakening Council or Gramodaya 

Mandalaya (Appendix 8 Informal Governing Structure Before 1980s), which 

assumed overall responsibility for village development activities (Ariyaratne, 

1974; Kantowsky, 1980). Kantowsky (1980, p.52) explained „The Village 

Council is meant to provide an opportunity for as many people in the villages as 

possible, both young and old, to participate constructively and collectively in 

their own developmental effort‟. The Village Council consisted of representatives 

of the five social groups (see above). At the beginning the form and function of 

these village groups, and the Village Re-awakening Councils, were conducted in 

an informal manner. There were no legal, procedural or bureaucratic 

requirements involved in the formation of these social groups, nor formal 

documentation at the village level. The most active and capable persons came 

forward voluntarily, agreeing to serve their own community-with the consent of 

the majority of their villagers. Members of these groups were morally bound to 

each other and to the other people in the community. They were all committed to 

the wellbeing of their community as a whole, instead of pursuing personal gain.  

First, the village problems were identified and discussed and remedies were 

proposed at the group meeting. Then the group‟s decisions were taken to the 

Village Council. Although this was strictly not necessary this process was 

considered to be consistent with the aim of community inclusiveness. Issues were 

further discussed, and final decisions were made by majority consent. Small 
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working committees of council members were appointed to carry out the various 

activities. Sarvodaya maintained leadership of the whole process.  

 A district coordinator, with experience of more than 30 years in Sarvodaya, 

said:  

„At the early stage, our governing structure was very simple, informal 

and democratic. Both at the central and the village level, we all got 

together, discussed everything, formulated our policies and 

programmes, implemented them and achieved their benefits under the 

leadership of Ariyaratne. There was no any gap between leadership 

and other full time volunteer activists. And there was also no any other 

unnecessary administrative barriers; hierarchical levels and orders, 

formal reporting and procedures, legal formations in conducting our 

activities‟ (2) 

  

Thus, in the first phase of the hegemonic development of Sarvodaya, 

accountability was formed and practiced within this informal, democratic, 

participatory governing structure. This led, in time, to the creation of a more 

informal and collective accountability system. The formation of this new kind of 

accountability is elaborated in the following sections. 

 

5.3.2 Formation of a Social Form of Accountability 

The above-mentioned informal institutional structure promoted the formation of a 

socializing form of accountability.  It was important that Sarvodaya maintain 

transparency for its activities and participatory approach.  Ebrahim (2005) argues 

that relationships become the key in the practice of accountability. In the early 

phase of Sarvodaya‟s hegemonic development, the relationship between 

Sarvodaya and its key stakeholders, the government and the community, were 

seen to be participatory, informal and transparent. 

 As mentioned above, most of the early Sarvodaya activities focussed on 

cutting roads, clearing drinking and bathing wells, repairing water tanks, and 
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clearing water canals. There were no large development projects, which required 

a large amount of finance. All were managed through Shramadana at a minimum 

cost by the involvement of a large number of volunteers (Collected Works, Vol.  

1). In addition, in collaboration with the local government authorities, Sarvodaya 

ran various community development activities, such as pre-schools, community 

kitchens, day care centres and community health programmes – including clinics, 

immunization, and nutritional and sanitation programmes. Local governments 

provided human and physical resources for these programmes. Goulet (1981) 

explains that Sarvodaya encouraged government community development 

programmes, which were in line with its own objectives. As a result, after 1970 

Sarvodaya became a partner in selected government rural development 

programmes, which benefited both parties.   

 Government and Sarvodaya performed these activities collaboratively and 

in turn their relationship was close and direct.  All activities were transparent to 

both parties. Therefore, there was no special ways and means to „give or demand 

for reasons of conduct‟ of Sarvodaya. Planning and implementation of projects 

was done by both sides, collectively.  Sarvodaya delivered its accountability to 

the government, throughout these collaborative activities, in an informal way. 

Meetings, discussions, sharing information, and decision-making were conducted 

in an informal, participatory and ad-hock manner.  There was no evidence of the 

practice of functional accountability. There was no formal reporting, or any 

written documents exchanged between the government and Sarvodaya during this 

period. 

 As a community development and humanitarian organization Sarvodaya had 

a prime responsibility to the community (Goulet, 1981). Its attention was fully 
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focused on the burning issues of poor village communities, with which 

Sarvodaya had a close, direct and moral relationship. Accountability was formed 

and practiced in the context of this relationship, and in a way that ensured public 

participation in the community development activities. One Deputy Director of 

Sarvodaya explained:  

„When Sarvodaya reached the people, there was a big gap between 

poor villagers and the government. This gap was filled up by 

Sarvodaya. During the early period Buddhist priest, teachers and elite 

people in the village helped to Sarvodaya for its development and its 

activities. In our activities, Sarvodaya and the people were same. There 

was no any difference. The people always thought Sarvodaya as their 

own organization and its works as their own activities.‟(9)  

 

He continued:  

 

„At the first step, Ariyaratne Sir and his team planned and implemented 

Shramadana camps in their own initiatives. But later on, they were 

organized on the peoples‟ requests. Some people who have participated 

in previous camps or some others who have heard about them made 

requests at personal level to organize Shramadana camps in their 

villages. Sarvodaya gave leadership to these peoples‟ initiatives. We 

gave our previous experience, knowledge, guidance to organize their 

activities. The village people get the consent and support of different 

other social groups in villages for their activities. At Shramadana 

programmes, people make decisions on every things; deciding 

Shramadana date, the way of doing it, supply of food, drink and 

equipments, collecting   the participant etc. For each and every 

activity, small committees were formed according to their consent. It 

was totally a people‟s work. Then, we, Sarvodaya were not an NGO. 

We do not say so.‟ (9)  

  

Sarvodaya‟s community development activities appeared to be entirely the 

people‟s activities. These joint activities reflected the collectiveness of Sarvodaya 

and its community, which was based on moral and ethical ties. The people were 

the recipients of the services of community development activities, as well as the 

decision-makers. So they had responsibility for the activities, and were 

accountable to themselves. Sarvodaya mixed with the people of the community 

and acted as a member of the community they were working with. It conceived 
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the nature of its community relationship to be a family relationship, rather than 

being resource dependent or principal-agent. Hence, the community and 

Sarvodaya were not seen as separate entities-Sarvodaya was perceived as the 

community, and vice versa.  

 The President of a Sarvodaya village society in Hambantota, with more than 

32 years of experience or working on Sarvodaya activities, said:  

 

„I remember the first Sarvodaya society being established in the village. 

It was in 1969-1970. The priest of the temple, Rev. Rathanasara 

introduced Sarvodaya to our village. Then, there were children‟s 

society, mothers‟ society and youths‟ society.  In those days, we made 

roads, cleared water canals, and tanks, through Shramadana. And, at 

night after each Shramadana day we organized „family gathering‟ at 

the temple. Those who took part Shramadana works sit together and 

discussed what activities done, problems faced, how they could be 

solved, and the next day programmes etc.. During nights after each 

Shramadana day, we made some fire by using fire woods, and sang 

songs written about motherhood, childhood etc. Ariyaratne sir, his 

family and other Sarvodaya leaders came here and stayed with us 

during the whole Shramadana period. I remember that there were two 

white ladies also with them. Subasena Ayya,(brother, a current 

Sarvodaya director),  Rev. Tunnane Sumanatissa, Rev. Rathanasara, 

also took part in this activities. In those days all villagers participated 

in these activities by giving their fullest support.‟  (36)  

  

In the early phase of its hegemonic development, the unique feature of 

Sarvodaya‟s activities was the participatory and bottom up decision making 

approach. Sarvodaya stressed „…it is necessary of making equal opportunities in 

everywhere with new pattern of awakening, and a new way of development. The 

participation of the people should be at every level of the development process; 

planning, implementation and equal sharing of benefits, putting man and his 

human values, strengths and resources together by dedicating for the service. 

Instead of institutions and orders coming from above with a distant source of 

decision making, the awakening of man and whole society should be made on a 
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basis of sharing opportunities on an equal basis at grass root level. The lack of 

grass root initiatives and proper leadership should be the main source of current 

socio-economic crisis‟ (Collected Works Vol.1, p.140).  In the beginning of 

Sarvodaya work this policy was put into practice. All decisions about village 

activities were made by villagers themselves, ensuring high levels of local 

participation at every stage of the activities. Sharing strengths, resources and 

knowledge at the grass roots level were core features of the community 

programmes, driven by rural, cultural and traditional values. These core features 

paved the way for the formation and practice of the socialising form of 

accountability in Sarvodaya. Jenny Pearce (2000) explains that accountability to 

the community can be enhanced through participation. People are viewed as 

active participants in agendas for change, rather than as clients, beneficiaries and 

recipients. Edwards and Hulm (1995b, P.221) explain that poor peoples‟ 

development is their own process, which they must control-they are shareholders 

in development. This view reflected early practice of Sarvodaya during the 

hegemonic process.   

 The Sarvodaya leader explained how the NGO had resolved the problem of 

repairing of a tank bund (tank wall) in a village, which had not been attended to 

by the government for 15 years, despite many local requests.  

 

 „I got the people to analyse their problem by themselves assuming that 

there was no body except themselves capable of solving this problem. 

This is the way I got it solved. What do you need to construct the tank 

bund?, Soil. How many cubes of soil? 200.  From where do you get 

this? From the tank bed.  What are the instruments do you need to dig 

the soil and make the bund? Except soil pans other equipments we can 

find in the village. Can you suggest substitute for soil pans? Yes, 

sheaves of areca-nut leaves and gunny bags. Who can find them? (One 

offered to find them).   How many people need for the work and how 

many days need to finish it? Two hundred people working for four 

days. How many volunteers each of you can bring for this task? One, 
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two, five, ten, fifteen… Alright, who is going to feed these two hundred 

people? One rich land owner came forward and told „I will feed all of 

them for two days. Thank you. But let me see who can feed one man by 

sharing his meal with another. Several hands went up. Who can share 

two, three, and four... Well, now we have enough food without the first 

offer, for all days. But, let us accept the first offer also and organize 

Shramadana camp because I am sure two hundred more will join when 

they hear we started the work on Shramadana. When shall we start the 

work? Next week-end. So why do you need to make petition to the 

government? Burn the file containing fifteen years of correspondence 

and start to fill this file with the documents of own self- reliance 

written‟ (Collected Works, vol. 1, pp.77-8) 

 

The Sarvodaya leader stressed that he had removed the self-made barrier of 

poor people; that is their dependence on the state.  All decisions made at the 

different stages of Sarvodaya activities are made by the people.  Sarvodaya 

strives only to create a favourable environment for the public to make these 

decisions, to plan activities, to implement them, and to resolve problems using 

their own initiative and resources. In this way, Sarvodaya serves as a facilitator 

of problem solving, and not as a resource provider or decision maker.  

 In the participatory community development approach, resource collection 

and resource allocation have always been done in an open, participatory and 

transparent manner, which can be seen to be accountable to the community. 

There have never been issues around lack of accountability. An active Sarvodaya 

member, who served in a village Sarvodaya society, described his early 

experience.  

„In those days, we collected all the people in the village around our 

organization. When we  organized a Shramadana camp, we went to 

house to house for collecting materials like rice, tea powder, sugar etc., 

but not the  money. We convinced everybody the importance of a road 

and then the importance of the Shramadana camp. In this manner, we 

could build up a good cooperation and moral obligation among each 

other before we start Shramadana activity. We received everybody‟s 

support and we worked very cooperatively. In our activities money was 

not much important. We organized the members of all village societies; 

mothers‟ group, farmers‟ group, and youth‟s group etc. All members of 
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these groups came to our meetings and voluntarily took part at 

Shramadana activity‟. (23) 

 

Sarvodaya and the community maintained a very close relationship, built 

on moral and ethical grounds. Sarvodaya members, its leader and his family 

members, actively participated in these activities, living with the village people 

during the whole Shramadana period.  Sarvodaya and the community worked as 

one group, in order to achieve a common purpose–the well being of the society. 

As mentioned earlier, every evening on the Shramadana everybody met together 

in an event called a family gathering, in which the Sarvodaya leader and his 

group, village activists, and Shramadana participants and supporters sat on a mat 

and discussed the progress of the day. It was an open and informal discussion, 

where everyone was able to exchange their views freely, ask questions, and learn 

about Sarvodaya‟s ideology and its concepts. In turn, Sarvodaya‟s leaders were 

able to learn about the rural culture, beliefs, values and customs. At this meeting 

all the participants had an equal opportunity to review the work they had done 

that day and make suggestions for improving the activities of the next day. Thus, 

the entire process of Shramadana, including the family gathering, provided the 

background for the formation and function of the socialising form of 

accountability. And, in this context, Sarvodaya delivered its accountability to the 

community being a member of that community.    

 In a nut-shell, it can be said that the mechanisms of hegemony creation 

discussed above were reproduced in the process of delivering its accountability 

through this socialising form of accountability. Delivering accountability through 

socialising form of accountability Sarvodaya created its hegemony. The religious 

based traditional rural society accommodated well the socialising form of 
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accountability. This socialising form of accountability naturally evolved, 

intertwining with the process of creation of Sarvodaya hegemony. However, 

during the early period, Sarvodaya practiced an informal, participatory and 

transparently approach which accommodated to emerge the socialising form of 

accountability during the process of its creation of hegemony.  

 

5.4 Effects on Community Development  

Sarvodaya‟s community development concept repudiates both the capitalist 

development model and the communist development model (Premasiri, 1997, 

Wismeijer, 1980). Sarvodaya‟s development model was indigenous and fortified 

by the traditional, rural Buddhist culture. Sarvodaya emphasized the small-scale, 

labour incentive, participatory approach that supported individual, small group or 

community level development, which prioritised use of local resources and 

technology. According to Sarvodaya‟s ideology „…development is ideally and 

essentially the process of awakening of individuals, families, rural communities, 

urban groups, the nation, and the world. This awakening has six major 

dimensions
8
 - spiritual, moral, cultural, social, economic and political. There 

should be a balanced progress of all these dimensions‟ (Sarvodaya publication, 

1994, p2). Sarvodaya strongly believes that spiritual, cultural and moral 

awakening in the individual is essential for social, political and economic 

development in a village. So, this development approach tries to balance the 

material and the spiritual wellbeing of individuals and society, while making-up  

_____________________ 

(8) Goulet (1981, p.9) interpreted the following: moral (as the right action and righteous 

livelihood), cultural (as the accumulated beneficial experience, along with customs, beliefs, art, 

music, song, dance and drama, which helps to keep a community of people together as a cohesive 

whole, spiritual (as the awakening of one‟s mind, through concentration, to wisdom and 

unconditional happiness), social (as the access of all to physical and mental health, knowledge, 

culture), political (as the enjoyment of all fundamental rights by all, and the freedom to share 

ones political environment), and economic (meeting human needs).  
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their mind and the social behaviour through practicing and following the 

Buddhist teaching and traditional cultural values and believes. Sarvodaya 

believes that individual and social development should both be achieved by 

sustainable community development. It also considers that economic 

development is an essential part of the moral and spiritual advancement of 

society. Both aspects-economic and moral and spiritual have been given the same 

importance, as they are closely intertwined. Sarvodaya believes that development 

is a total or a holistic process, which needs to be achieved by balancing these 

aspects.  

Sarvodaya introduced three stages to its community development process. 

First, the development of physiological infrastructure, which means the reducing 

of the gap between rich and poor, literate and illiterate, and high cast and low 

cast–all distinctions that are artificially made. Secondly, the development of 

physical infrastructure, which mean the developing of roads, culverts, 

community buildings, housing, sanitary facilities, and water supplies. Thirdly, the 

development of social infrastructure, that is the establishment of community 

societies, social gatherings, and social relations (Collected Works, Vol.2), mainly 

through the Shramadana camp. Margeret (1997) explains that community 

development projects should be transformative, that is dealing with the root 

causes of a problem rather than with the symptoms.  The Sarvodaya development 

process addressed the root causes of poverty in the villages, such as artificial 

barriers to development, public dependency on the state for resource provision, 

and inequality. The main mechanisms it used to do this were the Shramadana 

camps and the formation of village groups. 
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 Sarvodaya stresses community-centred, participatory, small-scale 

development, based on the sharing of labour, through simple technology, at the 

grass roots level. In its involvement in rural development activities there had 

been a greater peoples‟ participation in rural areas than had been before 

(Collected Work, vol.2). Sarvodaya envisaged that rural people had their own 

potential for development, so development activists only needed to awaken the 

public‟s dormant potential to solve local problems. Development plans should 

come from the grass roots level, instead of coming from the top, Sarvodaya 

believed. And power should be given to the community, to enable local people to 

make decisions about their own development. Accordingly, public participation 

is highly regarded, both at the planning and implementation stages of 

development. As a result, during the early phase of Sarvodaya‟s development it 

reached out to the poorest and most marginalized people in the rural areas. Dr. 

Ariyaratne‟s basic principle was working with poorest of the poor and lowest of 

the low. „He said when you go to village or when you desire to work in your own 

village select the poorest first. Start work with them and next go to the others 

moving gradually up ward‟ (Collected Works, Vol. 2, p.18). Sarvodaya selected 

poor people and addressed the issues they were really experiencing. It 

implemented small projects which targeted a small group. These were all projects 

or activities initiated by villagers. „Development programme should be drawn up 

within the village it self; then only these programmes become realistic and 

capable of being implemented‟ (Collected Works, Vol.2. p.52). 

 In short, Sarvodaya‟s development approach in its early period was holistic 

and included both the spiritual and material development of society. It 

emphasised a blend of social, political and economic development in rural 
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communities, and advocated the participatory and community-centred approach, 

which is instrumental in this kind of development process. 

 As mentioned above, the creation of Sarvodaya hegemony and the 

formation of its socialising form of accountability are interconnected. The 

formation of the socialising form of accountability and the practice of community 

development were also interrelated. Sarvodaya did not merely run a development 

activity in a village, it also emphasised the development of moral, ethical and 

spiritual development of the community. It is evident that in the Shramadana 

camps, through the community development activities, Sarvodaya awakened the 

traditional, cultural and religious values and beliefs of the community and 

focusing on its socio-political development as well. Sarvodaya enhanced the 

unity of the villagers, making them think as one family. And they were 

encouraged to share physical and non-physical (knowledge) resources among 

them.  The socialising form of accountability did not just deliver the economic 

elements of the community development project, but also the non-economic 

dimensions such as sharing, unity, participation, equal opportunity etc.  

Sarvodaya delivered its accountability, working as one group with villagers, for 

the common good of the community. Sarvodaya mixed with the village people 

and behaved as a village member that paved the way for community to think 

Sarvodaya means us. Sarvodaya stayed in a village for days and weeks living 

alike a village member. Sarvodaya members performed cultural and religious 

activities with the village people, and established their ideology in the village 

society, while also learning from the villagers about local community 

development. Dr. Ariyaratne said „…we are not teachers but we are learners from 

the villagers.‟ Accordingly, the form of accountability utilised during the early 
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years of Sarvodaya constituted a comprehensive and holistic community 

development approach.   

 Sarvodaya and the community both benefited from this socializing form of 

accountability. Sarvodaya was highly accountable to the community, and won its 

consent, and, in turn, the community was able to solve their village problems.  

Sarvodaya created its hegemony by winning the consent of the people, through 

the implementation of community development activities in a transparent and 

accountable way, and by satisfying the community‟s needs and desires. In this 

way the community moved socially, politically and economically forward, while 

still enjoying their traditional rural cultural and social values.  

 

5.5 Summary and Conclusion  

This chapter has analysed how and why the socialised form of accountability was 

formed and practiced by Sarvodaya during the period from its inception to the 

1980s. Also, this chapter has analysed how Sarvodaya created its hegemony, by 

using different mechanisms to achieve social power by wining the consent of the 

community. An analysis of formation of the social form of accountability 

followed, including its impact on community development. Gramsci‟s theory of 

hegemony provided the theoretical background for this analysis. As a non-

governmental organization, Sarvodaya strove to achieve social power, in order to 

perform humanitarian and community development activities, which empowered 

marginalised poor people living in rural areas. Sarvodaya gained its social power 

through its hegemony, its intellectual and moral leadership, by winning the 

consent of the community, and by employing different mechanisms-including the 

Shramadana camp. When Sarvodaya was in the process of creating its hegemony 
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in civil society, the state saw it as a threat to its own hegemonic position. As a 

result, there was occasional conflict between these Sarvodaya and successive 

governments.  

 It is impossible to understand how Sarvodaya hegemony was created and 

how it developed its practice of accountability without considering these two 

processes together–as they are interdependent. The mechanisms of the creation of 

Sarvodaya hegemony were reproduced in the delivery of its socialising form of 

accountability. Sarvodaya, the NGO also cannot be separated from the 

community. Its activities are planned and implemented by the community–

reflecting the participatory bottom-up approach Sarvodaya adopted. The 

socialising form of accountability accommodated an inclusive and holistic 

community development process. The next chapter will analyse how this 

socialising form of accountability transformed into a functional form of 

accountability. 
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Chapter 6 

The Form of Accountability under Hegemonic Crisis 

 

 

6.1 Introduction  

The previous chapter explored Sarvodaya hegemonic formation in the period 

from 1958-1980, and how it gave rise to an informal-socialising form of 

accountability, and its effect on community development.  This chapter focuses 

on the form of Sarvodaya accountability in the period after 1980, during which 

Sarvodaya maintained its hegemonic leadership it had created in early two 

decades. As mentioned in Chapter 2, Simon (1991) has strongly emphasised, 

both these phases–hegemonic achievement, and hegemonic maintenance–were 

equal importance in the hegemonic process. He also explained the strategies and 

activities, and the crisis and challenges that the hegemonic leadership had to deal 

with in these two phases.  

After achieving hegemony, Sarvodaya faced a hegemonic crisis around 

1980, which was fuelled by three main factors: the massive growth of the 

organization, the controversial relationship it developed with government, and 

the implications of the neo-liberal economic policy. Resolving this crisis was 

essential for the maintenance of Sarvodaya hegemony. However, in the process 

of resolving this crisis, it was necessary to significantly change Sarvodaya 

policies, procedures, practice and its stakeholder relationships. This was a turning 

point for the organization. So, how did these changes transform the socializing 

form of accountability into a new form of accountability?  And, what impact did 

it have on the Sarvodaya community development work? These are the central 

questions this chapter examines. 
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This chapter has three main sections. The first, explains the hegemonic 

crisis faced by Sarvodaya, and the measures taken to maintain its hegemony. 

Secondly, it examines the form of accountability, which evolved as a result of 

these measures, and the consequences of the new practice. Thirdly, it explores the 

effect of this new form accountability on Sarvodaya‟s community development 

work. In order to explore the new form of accountability this chapter focuses on 

two Sarvodaya projects–the water tank project and the housing project, explained 

in Chapter 4. 

         

6.2 Hegemonic Crisis in Sarvodaya  

As Chapter 2 explained, hegemony is not a static or fixed position but is 

constantly evolving process (see, Simon, 1991, Smith Kylie, 2007), in which 

leadership has to deal with various challenges and crisis situations which, unless 

resolved successfully, may adversely affect power already achieved. Simon 

(1991, p.38) explains „even when a social group has become dominant and holds 

power firmly in its grasp it must continue to lead as well. Hegemony can never 

be taken for granted but has to be continually fought for afresh. And, this requires 

persistent activities to maintain its social authority‟. Thus, continuous crisis-

resolving becomes an important aspect of hegemony maintenance. Gramsci 

explained, hegemonic crisis occurs in two forms, the relatively permanent and 

deep or organic crisis, and the occasional, surface and immediate crisis (Simon, 

1991). The impact of these two types varies and the responsive measures taken 

are diverse and distinctive.  

As explained in Chapter 5, Sarvodaya had created its hegemony by the 

1980s, after a continuous struggle, fought through various strategies and 
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activities.  During that period Sarvodaya experienced some problems, which did 

not result in serious crisis. But after the 1980s the problems it faced, regarding 

the maintenance of its hegemonic leadership, became critical. As mentioned 

above, there were three main reasons for Sarvodaya‟s hegemonic crisis. The 

following section will elucidate them.  

 

6.2.1 Expansion into a Massive Organization 

As explained in Chapter 4, during its second decade (1970-1980) Sarvodaya 

expanded enormously. Its activities increased continuously, across the country. 

After the 100 village programme in 1969, it embarked on its 1,000 village 

programme in 1973. In these villages, in addition to Shramadana activities, 

various community development programmes were introduced, in order to 

enhance the education, health and nutrition of the village people. In 1972 

Sarvodaya started its pre-school programme. In the beginning there were 72 pre- 

schools, but by 1976 this had increased to 147. This was followed by the 

children‟s library programme. In 1973 there were 150 libraries, but by 1976 this 

had increased to 203. In parallel to these activities, in 1972 the Community 

Kitchen programme was started, in order to provide a nutritious meal to pre-

school children and pregnant women. By 1976 there were 452 kitchens serving 

1,076,153 pre-school children and 63,117 pregnant women (Collected Works, 

Vol.1). Day care centres and community health and training programmes were 

also started.  In the mid-1970s Sarvodaya started its Youth Training Centre at 

Tanamalwila and the Young Buddhist Bhikkus‟ Training Centre at Pathakada. 

Also, several other training programmes were started at the Sarvodaya Head 

Office in Moratuwa, aimed at training, for example, pre-school teachers, 
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carpenters, and masons. All these programmes were popular among the village 

people and there was an increasing demand for them.  It soon became clear that 

there was an urgent need to expand these activities in all villages. Sarvodaya 

started these programmes in addition to its Shramadana activities. As explained 

in Chapter 5, Shramadana was major activity of Sarvodaya, which enabled it to 

connect with the village people. These activities and programmes led to the 

enormous expansion of Sarvodaya at this time. By the 1980s, Sarvodaya was 

operating in around 8,000 villages, and its full time workforce has increased to 

over 200,000 (See chapter 4).  

To support this expansion, by the early 1980s, Sarvodaya had increased 

its institutional capacity and developed a formal hierarchical administrative 

structure. The Sarvodaya centre at Moratuwa was developed as its main 

administrative base, and District Coordinating Centres were established (see 

chapter 4). At the village level the formal Sarvodaya Shramadana Societies were 

established, and at head office, an Executive committee was established 

(Wismeijer, 1980). In order to help implement different humanitarian and 

community development programmes across the country, 12 sections were 

established, namely communication, Shramadana, children‟s service, 

development education, the Gramodaya section, the Tanamalwila complex, the 

Gramodaya revolving fund, Bhikku Services, production services, a research 

centre, finance and administration, and the full time workers section - which 

administered the activities (Wismeijer, 1980).  

Thus, by early 1980s, Sarvodaya had emerged as the largest non-

governmental organization in Sri Lanka, hence its hegemony, and it operated 

across wider society, representing all ethnic, religious and social groups 
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(Sarvodaya Publications, 1988). It had grown in size, complexity and 

sophistication, compared to the early Shramadana days when it was staffed by 

strictly volunteers efforts of individuals for Shramadana activities. Now, in terms 

of hegemonic leadership, activities involved in community development and 

geographical coverage, Sarvodaya has been second only to the state. As 

explained in Chapter 5, this expansion was closely connected to the creation of 

Sarvodaya hegemonic leadership. It was essential that these activities be 

sustained if Sarvodaya was to maintain its hegemony as Sri Lanka‟s most 

prominent NGO. What remarkable was that Sarvodaya had acquired this 

expansion without its own funds, or stable and fixed financial support, or 

established organizational structures. As explained in Chapter 5, the activities of 

Sarvodaya were based on local human and physical resources, and some financial 

and material support–such as the donation of land and buildings by local 

philanthropists and other rich people, who were impressed by its ideology and 

work. In addition, as mentioned earlier, Sarvodaya received the support of 

government authorities and, in the late 1970s, some support from foreign donors.  

Sarvodaya maintained an informal relationship with them, as they continued to 

respond to it‟s occasional needs. By the 1980s, although the organisation and its 

activities were increasing, its lack of funds and shortage of fulltime staff became 

very problematic (Collected Works, Vol.1). These issues had to be addressed 

immediately, in order to ensure the continuation of Sarvodaya‟s endorsement by 

society. This was achieved by carrying more community development activities. 

Lack of funds, if not resolved properly, could have impacted on the projects that 

had already been started and the projects yet to begin throughout the country. 

This, in turn, would have endangered the Sarvodaya hegemony. This situation led 
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Sarvodaya into a hegemonic crisis, which required new funding, sustained 

financial backing, and a formal organizational system-although this was 

somewhat alien to the consensual and personal nature of the organization 

(Sarvodaya publication, 1988). The crisis caused by the expansion of the 

organization was amplified by the controversial relationship, which emerged 

between Sarvodaya and the state during the period after 1980s.  

 

6.2.2 Controversial Relationship with the Government 

Bratton said „Government-NGO relations are likely to be most constructive 

where a confident and capable government with populist policies meets, and 

NGOs that work to pursue mainstream development programmes,….and most 

conflictual where a weak and defensive government with a limited power base 

meets, and NGO that seeks to promote community mobilization, (Bratton, 1989, 

p.585). Bebbington and Riddle (1997, p.114)) mentioned that “NGO performance 

is more likely to be effective where the quality of relationships between NGOs 

and government is cordial and constructive”. These explanations are pertinent for 

an understanding of the Sarvodaya-state relationship. As early mentioned, 

Sarvodaya‟s relationship with the government was not always constructive and 

cordial. It varied from time to time. As Bratton said when the governments were 

strong there was a cordial and cooperative relationship between Sarvodaya and 

the state, but when Sarvodaya‟s activities challenged government activities, e.g. 

through Sarvodaya‟s hegemonic power, the relationship became more 

controversial and confrontational.  

As explained in Chapter 5, Sarvodaya tried to maintain an amicable 

relationship with the government during the period of its hegemonic formation. 
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This relationship was helpful and effective in the operation of Sarvodaya 

activities. But at the same time, Sarvodaya pursued its own ideological and 

cultural identity, which was contrary that of the government. After 1980 the 

cordial relationship became more competitive and controversial, mainly due to 

two reasons. First, some of the Sarvodaya community development programmes, 

which were popular among rural people, conflicted with similar programmes 

introduced by the government. Secondly, Sarvodaya hegemonic leadership was 

seen by the government as a challenge to its hegemonic leadership. Controversy, 

created by these reasons were first demonstrated when the Gamudava (village 

reawakening) programme was introduced, by the then Prime Minister, 

Premadasa, as the government‟s main rural development programme after 1980. 

Sarvodaya stated that the government programme was a copy of its own long-

standing Gramodaya (village reawakening) concept and its rural development 

programme. Sarvodaya perceived this government programme as a threat to their 

programme and activities (Premasiri, 1997, Collected Works Vol. V).  When 

these similar programmes were conducted in the same village competition 

erupted between government officials and the Sarvodaya people-causing 

confusion within the village community. To avoid this confusion, and to enable 

villagers to distinguish the Sarvodaya project from the government project, 

Sarvodaya changed the name of its project to Gramadana, which had a similar 

meaning to Gramodaya (village re-awakening). But, there was more controversy 

when the government introduced its Janasaviya (peoples‟ strength) programme. 

Sarvodaya believed that this new project was again an imitation of its own 

programme, which was based on the concept of Janasakti (people‟s strength) 

(Premasiri, 1997).  
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The state leadership viewed the growing power of Sarvodaya as a danger 

to its authority. This was evident during the first executive presidential election in 

1982, when the leader of Sarvodaya was suggested as a likely candidate for state 

leadership. There was considerable demand from Sarvodaya members that their 

leader should stand in this election. And some other opposition political groups 

tried to use Sarvodaya hegemony for further their political motives against the 

state leadership. DasGupta (1982, P.41) states that „…the large social, 

psychological and institutional infrastructure developed by the SSM (Sarvodaya 

Shramadana Movement- Sarvodaya) enlists the support of village populations at 

every stage of their life, from cradle to pre grave. Even a child can see that such 

stuff has done with an apolitical philosophy. It is eminently qualified to lead 

political action if it needs to do so‟. However, the uncertain political position of 

Sarvodaya caused controversy during the state leadership until the Sarvodaya 

leader publicly declined to run for any office of government (DasGupta, 1982, 

P.42). In the long-term this episode resulted in more competition between 

Sarvodaya and the state. The government used every means at its disposal to 

crush Sarvodaya (DasGupta, 1982), including, in the 1990s, appointing an NGO 

commission to look into the practices of NGOs, especially Sarvodaya (ADB, 

1999, p.17). Wanigaratne (1997, p.226) says that by 1990 NGO activities in 

general, and Sarvodaya in particular, were seen as a thorn in the fish‟ of 

government. The government used the media to destroy Sarvodaya‟s image, 

publicly criticising the inappropriateness of Sarvodaya and its leadership and 

running down its activities (Hodson, 1997). All this escalated the crisis, which 

Sarvodaya was already facing, because of its huge expansion since 1980.   
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6.2.3 Implications of the Neo-Liberal Economic Policy 

As mentioned before, the third aspect of hegemonic crisis of Sarvodaya was 

rooted in the neo-liberal economic policy introduced in 1977. As described in 

Chapter 4, economic liberalization brought immense changes in society after 

1977. It transformed the country‟s economy from close import substitution into 

an open free global market economy, which enhanced economic competition and 

social mobility. Market forces were unleashed by the establishment of new 

commercial centres and extended trade networks throughout the country. 

Investment promotion zones were established from 1978 that employed rural 

youths especially in textile garment factories. The economic and social impact of 

all these changes gradually penetrated into the urbane and rural sectors. As a 

result of economic liberalization, by the 1980s the values, attitudes and 

aspirations of the people began to be transformed, as they started to measure 

everything in terms of money. In rural areas, the long established values of 

mutual cooperation, collectiveness and voluntarily sharing of labour, and other 

personal resources, for common social wellbeing, were gradually replaced by 

individualistic, selfish and competitive attitudes. Poor villagers were more 

interested in income-generating NGO projects than Shramadana activities, 

because the income-generating projects ensured direct financial assistance for 

small-scale entrepreneurial activities, which would help them reach their 

economic goals. These economic, social and cultural changes challenged 

Sarvodaya‟s ideology, which strove to provide village level activities that were 

sustained by the social and cultural values, such as mutual cooperation, social co-

existence, and religious affiliation, which had prevailed in the indigenous society. 

Economic competition among village people, and their individualistic self-
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interest posed a direct threat to Sarvodaya Shramadana programme–which was 

sustained by the voluntary sharing of labour and other resources in the villages. 

The liberal economic changes were accompanied by the introduction of modern 

technology. As a result, in the rural sector, community development activities, 

which had previously benefited from the labour incentive approach, were 

replaced by a technological incentive approach, which used machines and 

equipment. Utilising new technology was seen to be more economic and 

efficient, when carrying out community development activities like cutting roads 

and canals, than using human labour.  

A Regional Technical Officer who joined Sarvodaya in 1973 said:  

„In 1973, there were Shramadana to make roads, canals, wells, etc. In 

those days we did that kind of things using our labour and minimum 

equipments like mamoty, pickax, iron rod etc. Now, it was replaced by 

a Dozer. People do not like to spend their labour and time for these 

activities. They would like to give their labour and time for money.  But 

you know, earlier we make people while making roads through 

Shramadana. In this attitude, now you can only make roads‟ (12) 

  

This also posed a threat to Sarvodaya Shramadana activities. In this regard, an 

Additional Director, of Sarvodaya Peace Division said:  

„At those early days, when Sarvodaya started its activities, it had 

solutions for social, economic and technological problems experienced 

by the people in rural communities in our country.  However, as you 

know, everything in our society was changed after 1977. The economic, 

social and our technological problems have become more complex. 

After open economy now everything was depending on money. So, in 

this present era, it was not easy for Sarvodaya to seek solutions to the 

problems of village communities as we solved them before 1980s.‟  (10)  

 

 

6.3 Hegemonic Crisis and Measures Executed  

As a result of the three factors, explained above (that is the huge expansion of the 

organization, its controversial relationship with government, and the socio- 
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economic outcomes of the liberalized economy), Sarvodaya faced a huge 

hegemonic crisis after 1980s. Of hegemonic crisis Gramsci states “..a crisis 

occurs, some times lasts for decades. This exceptional duration means that 

incurable structural contradictions have revealed themselves (reached maturity) 

and that, despite this, the political forces which are struggling to conserve and 

defend the existing structure itself are making every effort to cure them, within 

certain limits, and to overcome them” (SPN178).  

If the hegemonic crises are deep and long lasting, requiring structural 

change and the formation of new ideologies, this could lead to a new hegemony. 

If the crises are not permanent or deep-rooted, but rather surface and occasional, 

it may be possible to implement measures within the existing structure to protect 

and maintain the prevailing hegemony.  According to these definitions Sarvodaya 

crisis can be regarded as short term, surface and occasional. In this kind of 

situation, Cooper (1995, p.179) explains, the existing hegemonic leadership 

needs to be reformed, in order to survive. Simon (1991) explains that hegemony-

maintenance is a dialectic process, like challenge and response, or action and 

reaction. In this kind of process if the opposition forces are not strong enough to 

shift the balance in their direction the conservative forces will succeed in 

building a new system of alliance, which re-establishes their hegemony. The 

following section will explain how Sarvodaya established new alliances and 

implemented reform, in order to respond to the crisis. 

In order to resolve this hegemonic crisis Sarvodaya took two major 

defensive measures. First, it established a strong, formal alliance with foreign 

donor agencies, which Sarvodaya expected would provide the answer to its 

financial problems, enabling it to continue its community development work, 
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with the consent and collective support of the village people.  Secondly, it 

gradually turned away from the value-based holistic development approach (see 

Chapter, 5) and towards an economically viable, competitive market-oriented 

approach. In order to keep the consent of the people Sarvodaya started to cater to 

the economic necessities of the village people that were created by the liberalized 

economic policies after 1977-although this approach was contrary to its basic 

holistic idea of community development.  

 

6.3.1 Financing through Donors   

As mentioned in Chapter 4, by the 1990s, the popularity of NGOs that were 

involved in development of economic and political thinking increased among 

government and official aid agencies (Edwards and Hulme, 1997). NGOs 

operating in less developed countries were considered efficient and effective 

development agents while thinking that the states of those countries fail to use the 

grants in aids receiving from northern NGOs and other aid agencies in their 

development activities. On the other hand, globally accepted market- oriented 

liberal economic development concepts, imposed by neo-liberal policy makers, 

forced states to withdraw from their welfare activities, because they had become 

a burden for developing economies. As a result, NGO involvement in welfare 

activities in developing countries grew at an increasing rate, supported by 

international donors and official aid agencies. Sarvodaya began to establish 

closer relationships with donors, in an attempt to resolve its crisis. Donor 

agencies also had reason to turn to Sarvodaya, given its various community 

development activities and its well-established position as a leading social NGO 

in Sri Lankan society.  
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  As explained in Chapter 5, before 1980, the relationship between Sarvodaya 

and donors was informal and cooperative. They mutually shared knowledge and 

experience of the participatory community development approach. But, after 

1980 Sarvodaya systematically pursued, more rigorously, foreign donor support, 

in order to get more funds for its island-wide, long-term community development 

and welfare programmes. As a result the donor-Sarvodaya relationship changed 

into a new resource-dependent and principal-agent relationship, which 

encouraged more formal and bureaucratic administrative procedures in 

Sarvodaya.  

Thus, after 1980, donors became the main funding source for Sarvodaya, 

and in 1986 a donor consortium was formed, which promised to provide good 

remuneration for Sarvodaya workers and improvement of their skills, long-term 

project planning, and comprehensive monitoring, reporting and evaluation 

systems. Perera (1997, p.161), who had worked for Sarvodaya a long time, 

explained „Sarvodaya agreed to form a consortium as the organization was at a 

point in time where it wished to increase rapidly its proven activities, as the 

organization expanded all over the country.‟ In this way Sarvodaya planned to 

maintain its hegemony in the society.  Sarvodaya prepared its first 

comprehensive plan in 1986, with an 18-month budget, and the consortium 

gradually imposed on Sarvodaya new systems and procedures, and methods of 

rigorous reporting, monitoring and performance evaluation-while providing 

financial and other consultancy services for welfare and community development 

activities. Some of the procedures and systems introduced by the consortium 

were reluctantly accepted by Sarvodaya (Perera, 1997) as there was no other 

means of resolving its crisis. A shortage of funding affected Sarvodaya ability to 



 185 

continue its activities, and its absence of fixed flow of financial resources and 

controversial relationship with government did not help. Donor representatives 

behaved as executors of decisions taken by their HQs, and it was difficult for 

Sarvodaya to contact them. Donor attitudes become more bureaucratic and rigid 

and Sarvodaya was treated as a subcontractor rather than as a partner. All 

policies were made and decisions taken by the consortium, and Sarvodaya was 

considered as just an implementation mechanism. The Donor consortium 

exercised its economic power over Sarvodaya in different ways. This unequal 

relationship typified the situation in less developed countries where „the 

partnership becomes an instrument that has transformed northern NGOs and aid 

agencies into new circles of power‟ (Wickramasinghe 2001, p.93).  

 The disadvantages of the donor consortium, and its influence, have 

gradually been understood by the Sarvodaya leadership, and other people who 

worked closely with it.  The former head of NOVIB, Dr. Sjef Theunis, wrote in 

1991 of the „years of critical brotherhood‟. He said „…my former organization, 

NOVIB, has never fully understood this initiative. The programme analyses 

crushed the people‟s creativity structure and the visions. We were ahead of our 

time. History will be the judge. The chasm between North and South proved to 

be larger than we had thought possible. In these difficult, even absurd times, 

today I hope that my brother Ari (Dr. Ariaratne) will obtain his strength from the 

warmth of tens of thousand of Sarvodaya workers, who have the right to survive‟ 

(Perera, 1997, p.162). He criticised the procedures that had been imposed on 

Sarvodaya and their adverse impact on Sarvodaya‟s grass roots characteristics. 

The nature and focus of the relationship between donors and Sarvodaya also 

changed dramatically. Donor attitudes become more rigid and bureaucratic, 
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which harmed Sarvodaya‟s identity. Some donors claimed a business-type 

relationship between Sarvodaya and them. Sarvodaya gradually realised it was 

being pushed away from its core ideology, philosophy and its mission. As a 

consequent, it tried to negotiate with donor officials. The project director of 

NOVIB, on a visit to Sarvodaya in August 1993, responded to the Sarvodaya 

demand for consideration on Sarvodaya‟s philosophy and ideology, saying “We 

are not interested in philosophy. For NOVIB development is a business. There is 

nothing idealistic about it, Sarvodaya should confirm to a business-like 

relationship with NOVIB” (Perara, 1997, p.162). There was no opportunity for 

Sarvodaya to dialogue with NOVIB. The basic Sarvodaya principles, of 

decentralization, community participation, and bottom-up planning, were not 

valued by the consortium and donors expected a principal-agent relationship with 

Sarvodaya.  

This new principal-agent relationship between Sarvodaya and donors was 

based on resource dependency. After 1986 Sarvodaya adopted an annual 

planning process, with budgeting and project implementation objectives. 

According to the new budgeting process, district centres became focal points for 

disbursement of funds, expenditure control and accounting. Regardless of 

Sarvodaya‟s well-known, and widely accepted, ideology and philosophy, some 

hierarchical arrangements were introduced after 1980s. With this new system a 

new set of relationships emerged, which formed a new accountability process. 

New financial, evaluation and monitoring processes were introduced and only 

qualified staff was recruited.  From 1987 full-time salaried professionals were 

recruited to work in finance, internal audit, SEEDS, and IT, along with a newly 

appointed executive director. Thereafter, two distinctive groups of employees 
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emerged: the professionals recruited through a formal recruiting procedure, and 

grassroots workers who had grown up in the organization. The later group had 

long-term Sarvodaya experience and were loyal to the organization and its 

philosophy. They didn‟t expect a large salary or guaranteed career prospects. 

Gradually the relationship between these two groups of workers became uneasy.  

For the first time, in 1985, Sarvodaya hired a director with experience of 

accounting, and who was familiar with the Sarvodaya operation and its concept. 

The same year Sarvodaya also commissioned two consultants and prepared a 

manual of accounting procedures, policies, formats and detail information on 

field expenditure, for the HQ. Still the accounting system was problematic 

because the HQ staff was trying to implement a significant number of new 

policies and procedures for both the HQ and field operations, but field staff were 

inexperienced and untrained. Despite this, they were being asked to respond 

urgently to increasingly sophisticated information and reporting procedures by 

the Sarvodaya management and donors.  The divisional centres were increasingly 

required to handle voluminous paper work, mostly reports for district centres and 

the HQ (Sarvodaya Publications, 1988). 

Sarvodaya had made a „magnitude leap from informal day-to-day reactive 

personal approaches, which was appropriate for small volunteer programmes, to 

formal, long-term coordinated management systems necessary for effective work 

involving thousands of people in complex activities‟ (Sarvodaya publications, 

1988, p.47). Sarvodaya adopted some new organizational characteristics with this 

change. It developed a bureaucratic hierarchical system within the organization, 

which could manage its decentralised units, and created a comprehensive 

centralising authority and system of responsibility delegation. But it also tried to 
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balance these developments with adherence to its grassroots characteristics, 

through measures such as family gatherings, Shramadana camps, meditation, and 

religious activities. These methods were weak because the people were recruited 

on the basis of academic and professional qualifications and were not concerned 

with the philosophy, ideology, values and beliefs of the organization.  

 

6.3.2 Towards a Market-based Approach 

As part of its response to its crisis, and in addition to the alignment with donors 

(in order to secure funding), Sarvodaya established a new programme which 

helped villages to overcome the effect of the economic changes, caused by the 

new liberalized policies. Accordingly, the Sarvodaya Economic Enterprise 

Development Service (SEEDS) was established in 1986.  

SEEDS was the first centrally managed, specialised microfinance NGO 

programme in Sri Lanka (Charitonenko & de Silva 2002; Thodock, 2005). This 

programme was the fastest growing of all Sarvodaya programmes, and aimed to 

establish a village banking an entrepreneurial culture, which promoted savings 

and the improvement of livelihood with credits, capacity-building and private 

sector linkages.  By 2000 SEEDS had issued loans from its central funds, which 

supported 50,000 small enterprises in villages. By the end of that year it had 

issued more than 750,000 loans to rural enterprises, worth over Rs.900 billion 

($900 million) (Sarvodaya Publication, 2000).  

SEEDS was staffed and managed purely on a commercial basis. In 1986, 

David Wright described the team at SEEDS as „…keen to push ahead and 

unquestionably of high calibre, and with more relevant, i.e. commercial 

qualifications, than almost any other staff I have seen recruited by Sarvodaya‟ 
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(Sarvodaya publication, 1988, p.20). SEEDS gradually took overall Sarvodaya 

income-generating activities, credit facilities, savings initiatives, and training 

programmes. It adopted private sector practices whenever it was needed.  Donors 

appreciated the new arm of Sarvodaya and they were eager to fund its 

programmes.    

SEEDS is mostly concerned with management and accounting systems. It 

conducts five-day training courses in accounting, costing, general management 

and rural level enterprise programmes for all Sarvodaya workers.  SEEDS also 

perform the financial accounting for all income-generating activities, such as 

quarterly accounting and reporting systems, monthly progress reports, maintain 

separate books and bank accounts, and introducing new cost and estimation 

systems. Sarvodaya field workers paid their attention to operate income 

generating activities and divisional and district level workers supported for it 

(Sarvodaya Publications, 1988).  

Overall, these changes meant that Sarvodaya transformed from being 

value driven to market driven. A senior Sarvodaya activist said:     

„Now, Sarvodaya has turned towards the market. Its main division is 

SEEDS. It recruits the professionals who have good knowledge in 

financial functions and business activities, but not in Sarvodaya values. 

The moral and ethical foundation of Sarvodaya is unbelievably 

collapsed. Now, it is hard to find real Sarvodaya workers who have 

dedicated for Sarvodaya principles. The whole organization, central, 

district and village level is governed by the economic motives. No one 

can turn Sarvodaya back.  It has succumbed seriously in to the 

influence of commercial and market forces. „(3)  

 

Some analysts commented that „…in Sri Lanka the growth of Sarvodaya has 

begun to compromise some of the participatory processes inside the organization 

and in its work, and has also weakened the common mission that had previously 

united the staff of the organization‟ (Zadek and Szabo, 1994). Another senior 
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Sarvodaya activist, one of the former Sarvodaya Vice-presidents who is now a 

District Coordinator, said: 

 „When I joined Sarvodaya, it was a small organization but it had a 

close relationship with the people. We worked voluntarily dedicating 

for the service and to our mission and ideology. Now, everything has 

changed. Sarvodaya is a big organization. Everybody works for money. 

Some receive higher salaries like Rs. 75, 000-50,000 per month.  

Sarvodaya has to think first its own survival then about the people.‟ (2) 

 

He explained the big gap that had been created between Sarvodaya and 

society. He contrasted the present position with Sarvodaya‟s earlier position, and 

said the NGO was now focused more on the survival of the organization instead 

of helping people in society. It‟s main concerns were motivating salaried workers 

instead of volunteers, recruiting professionals on high salaries instead of 

experienced local workers, developing hierarchical, bureaucratic and formal 

relationships instead of fraternal relationships, and encouraging a new business-

like culture instead of a spiritual and moral organizational culture. All these 

changes were taken place with the measures taken for the crisis of Sarvodaya 

hegemony. A Sarvodaya TRA explained that these changes-professionalism, 

money-motivation, materialistic development were not ideal and harmful to 

Sarvodaya‟s image as a community-centred organization.  As he mentioned, 

„During the early period, the people in Sarvodaya did not work for 

money; they thought only the service they do for the poor people. They 

joined the organization voluntarily. If they were given money in that 

time it was given as an allowance but not a wage or salary. But, now 

working in Sarvodaya is a job. People always think of their salary, not 

their service. As I think it is not suit with Sarvodaya. But Sarvodaya 

has to do so. I do my job as I am asked to do from above. Nothing to 

worry for any other things.‟ (5) 

  

A village Sarvodaya member spoke about the change in Sarvodaya and the 

expectations of society after 1980:   
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„From 1980, Sarvodaya Society is operating in our village. I have 

worked as the president of that Society. Some time it was very active, 

some time no. The main reason for that was there was no any return, 

benefits for the people. In our villages, most of the people are farmers. 

They are suffering from various problems. They join NGO 

organizations if they can get money or any other kind of benefits. There 

are some organizations giving loans to the people at a very small 

interest. So, people join with those organizations. Now, we can‟t do in 

Sarvodaya as we did before.. People are always thinking of what they 

can get from joining these organizations. Sarvodaya society now 

operates because of SEEDS. Members are coming for SEEDS‟s 

meetings but they do not have such an interest to come for other 

Sarvodaya meetings.‟ (37) 

  

He explained how the expectations of rural poor people been changed by 

economic need. The new liberalized economic policies led to a revolution in the 

needs and values of rural society. The village people began to behave more 

competitively and to consider their labour and time in terms of money. They 

joined NGOs not on the basis of their ideologies or common benefits of the 

village community, but because they thought they could benefit directly from 

membership. Village people had no time for social gatherings, or Shramadana 

activities, or to volunteer their labour. Sarvodaya was forced to start SEEDS, in 

response to this crisis situation-which it had to face in rural communities.  

Through these measures Sarvodaya successfully secured its hegemonic 

leadership, but at the cost of its basic principles, the nature of its relationships, 

and some of its activities–which had been developed through an informal, 

socialising form of accountability practice. The following sections explain how 

Sarvodaya changed to a new form of accountability in its new phase of 

hegemonic development.   
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6.4 Transforming into a Functional Form   

Wilmott Munro (1996) explains accountability as the centre of human relations 

and interactions. After 1980, Sarvodaya and its stakeholder relationships were 

largely changed as it took new measures to resolve the crisis it has faced. Overall, 

this crisis-resolving process paved the way for the establishment of a new form of 

relationship and interaction between Sarvodaya and its stakeholders, and, 

institutionally, highly formal and hierarchical governing structures and more 

sophisticated accounting and management procedures were developed. 

Eventually, all these changes gave rise to the formation of new form of 

accountability. Formal meetings, reporting, and performance measurement were 

the mechanisms of this new form of accountability-which was short-term, 

upward, formal and functional.  

 

6.4.1 Institutionalising a Formal Governance Structure     

As explained in Chapter 4, in the beginning all policy-making decisions were 

made by the founder of Sarvodaya. After Sarvodaya was recognized as an NGO, 

under the Incorporated Act of Parliament in 1972, it established the first 

Executive Council with 35 members, including nine officers and members 

elected at a general meeting. Decision-making responsibilities were delegated to 

the Executive Council, as part of a more democratic approach, which was 

generally accepted in the NGO sector as being more accountable. The Executive 

Council became the highest governing body of Sarvodaya (see, chapter 4). As 

Kovach et al (2003) explains, members of an NGO tend to exercise their 

authority over the organization by being a part of key decision making bodies 

like governing body.  
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After 1980s, the Executive Council became more formal and systematic.  

The total number of members gradually increased to 75, including 15 officers, 20 

members of the Elders‟ Council (which consists of senior Sarvodaya members, 

officers of Sarvodaya independent units, and nominated members of the general 

public), and general members. The policy decision-making authority of the 

Executive Council is delegated to the Committee of Office Bearers. The 

Committee of Office bearers includes the President, the General Secretary, the 

Treasurer, nine Vice-Presidents, and three Additional Secretaries. Members of 

the Executive Council are appointed and elected annually at Sarvodaya‟s General 

Meeting (see, chapter 4).  

In addition to the Executive Council, at the central level there is a 

Management Committee consisting of 15 members, who represent the 

programme divisions of Sarvodaya. The Executive Director is the head of the 

Management Committee, which implements decisions taken by the Executive 

Council. The Management Committee coordinates implements all Sarvodaya 

activities.   

 To support the formal and structured governing body, a formal and 

hierarchical organizational structure was developed. This organizational structure 

reflects a clearly defined authority and responsibility relationship among the key 

positions of the organization. As explained in Chapter 4, this organizational 

structure decentralises authority and responsibility from the headquarters to the 

villages. At the HQ, under the Executive Director, there are several divisions, 

which are headed by Deputy Executive Directors or Directors, who are 

responsible for Sarvodaya‟s social and technical empowerment programmes. The 

economic empowerment unit (SEEDS) is an independent unit and its Managing 
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Director is directly responsible to the Executive Director.   At the district level, 

there is a District Coordinator, who is directly responsible to the Executive 

Director. And at the divisional level, there is a Divisional Coordinator, who is 

directly responsible to the District Coordinator. The Divisional Coordinator links 

the village level societies to the main organization.  This organizational structure 

integrates all Sarvodaya‟s activities to the central governing body at HQ. This 

formal governing body, and the hierarchical organisational structure, provides the 

platform for the practice of a formal hierarchical form of accountability.  

After 1980, village-based Sarvodaya Shramadana Societies replaced the 

Village Council (discussed in the Chapter 5). Sarvodaya village societies were 

established as independent entities from the main Sarvodaya organizational 

structure, but in practice they link directly to the main body. They were 

established registering under the government‟s Social Service Department, in 

accordance with the Social Ordinance. In the third stage of Sarvodaya‟s Five 

Stage Development plan (Apendix 9; five stage Sarvodaya development plan) the 

village should be in the position to form a formal Sarvodaya Village Society–this 

confirms that the village is qualified to be considered for Sarvodaya‟s long term 

community development programmes. The governing body of the Village 

Society is also an Executive Council. It consists of 25 members (three from the 

children‟s group, three from the youth group, three from the mothers‟ group, nine 

ordinary members, and seven from the elders‟ council) (Appendix 10; the 

Organization Chart of Village Sarvodaya Shramadana Society). At the Annual 

General Meeting of the Village Society, members of the Executive Council and 

the Committee of Office Bearers-including the President, Treasurer, and 

Secretary-are elected. The Office Bearers are responsible for preparing a 



 195 

development plan for the village. On the implementation of community 

development activities, the office bearers‟ decision is final.  They keep in close 

and regular contact with the Divisional Coordinator, who is a Sarvodaya field 

officer. In addition, they are responsible to the Accountant or Financial 

Coordinators at the district centres, for the financial transactions of project 

activities implemented by using Sarvodaya funds.  

 

6.4.2 Performing a Functional Form of Accountability 

In the process of hegemony maintenance, Sarvodaya adopted some formal 

institutional structures, management practices and procedures -although they 

were alien to its basic principles. Some of them were imposed by Sarvodaya 

itself and others directly by donors, to ensure their money was spent as agreed 

with Sarvodaya. From 1980, Sarvodaya was largely dependent on donor funds, 

and it is motivated for own profit-earning activities.  Sarvodaya adopted a new 

form of accountability, which focuses on short-term, formal, functional and 

upward- delivering accountability, through regular scheduled meetings, 

reporting, auditing, and maintaining a web page.  

 

Meetings as an accountability mechanism  

In a functional form of accountability, regular formal meetings become an 

indispensable characteristic, which facilitates parties to confront and interact with 

each other about their programmes and activities. Sarvodaya held various 

meetings at different levels of its operation, from the headquarters to the village. 

At these meetings, the scheduled programmes of work for certain periods of time 

were presented; and progresses made, and problems which occurred were 
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discussed.  In the headquarters the Executive Council, the Office Bearers‟ 

Committee, the Management Committee, the Aggregate Service Committee, and 

the Rural Technical Service Committee meet to discuss about their activities. 

Similarly, at the district level, the District Coordinators, the DTO‟s, and the 

Divisional Coordinators met to review their activities. At the village level, the 

members of the Village Sarvodaya Shramadana Societies meet at regular 

intervals to discuss their plans. Thus, In Sarvodaya, accountability was delivered 

through highly-structured, formal and regular meetings, held at different levels in 

the organisation, from the headquarters to the village. The following sections will 

elaborate some of those meetings. 

 

a)  Meetings at HQ  

In addition to the main meetings, such as the Executive Council, Officer Bearers 

meeting, and Annual General Meetings which focus on policy-making - there are 

other meetings, in the HQs, which make operational decisions. The Rural 

Technical Service committee, the Management committee and the Aggregate 

Service committee meet regularly.  

 

Rural Technical Service meetings are held for RTAs DTOs separately.   

The dates of the meetings are circulated among the members at the beginning of 

the year. All RTAs, Accountant, Director and Deputy Executive Director of the 

units participate in each meetings. The works scheduled for the year, the 

performance of the organisation, project problems and new proposals are 

discussed. The Director, RTS, normally presides at these meetings.  Additionally, 

separate DTO meetings are convened at Divisional level as when required. All 
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RTS officers, DTOs, and the Divisional Accountant attend these meetings. In 

these meetings, they discuss about   new project proposals, problems of current 

projects, progress of projects, etc. At the beginning of the each month, DTOs and 

RTAs submit their monthly work plan to the division office at head quarts. At the 

end of the month there is a review. The Deputy Executive Director-technology is 

responsible for the division. All decisions made in the RTA meetings are 

discussed at the DTO meetings.  

RTAs‟ and DTOs‟ meetings were taken place separately. DTO are not 

coming RTAs meetings. These meetings are maintained formal and hierarchical 

boundaries. Meetings are the main method of delivering accountability upwards, 

following systematic and formal procedures and rules. All these meetings are 

held in the divisional office at HQs. As was explicit in the research, all decisions 

of RTAs‟ activities were taken at the Divisional level depending on the formal 

reports received from below.  

The Management Committee consists of the Directors, Deputy Directors, 

and Executive Directors of the different divisions, and the Executive Director of 

the organization. This committee meets once every two weeks or monthly. The 

agenda is prepared by the Executive Director, who also presides at the meeting. 

The role of this meeting is to disseminate the decisions made by the Office 

Bearers‟ Committee and the Executive Council, for example. All divisions 

operate under the three empowerments programme-social, economic and 

technical - meet together to discuss their programmes and their problems. The 

divisional heads inform the decisions taken in this committee to the district level. 

This management committee meeting provides the opportunity for different 

divisional heads to share information and knowledge at the corporate level.  
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The Aggregate Service Meetings are held once every three months. The 

District Coordinators, the District Managers, SEEDS, the DTOs, and the Heads 

of all management divisions participate in these meetings. The meetings are 

chaired by divisional heads on a rota basis.  Specific problems regarding project 

activities and operational programmes, provision of funds, and other management 

issues are discussed. Information of all programmes operating at the district level 

is considered at this meeting and the Management Committee makes operational 

decisions. The President, Treasurer, Secretary, Executive Director, Deputy 

Executive Directors are invited to attend these meetings.  

 

b) Meetings at District Level and Below 

District level meetings are held in district centres.  Once a week, probably on a 

Monday, all Divisional Coordinators meet at the district centre. This meeting is 

chaired by the District Coordinator. In this meeting the problems experienced in 

each village are discussed. Every month there is a service meeting (seva meeting) 

at the district office. The Office Bearers of village society take part in these 

meetings. The District Aggregate Services committee meets once a month. All 

Divisional Coordinators, district and divisional managers, SEEDS, and SRTS 

officers take part in this meeting. District level SEEDS and Sarvodaya personnel 

meet in these meetings to discuss the projects and programmes they are involved 

in.  The District Coordinators chair these meetings. The reports of these meetings 

are sent to the Aggregate Services Committee meeting at headquarters. The 

Office Bearers of village societies meet together at the district centres, summoned 

by the District Coordinators as when they are needed.   
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At the divisional level there is a Divisional Aggregate Services‟, meeting 

chaired by the Divisional Coordinator. Pre-school teachers, officers in the village 

societies, and Social Activity Programme Coordinators (SAPC) from the district 

office take part in these meetings. The main objective is to convey the 

information received from the top of the organisation to the village societies. 

Once a month, the village society meets. The Divisional Coordinator is required 

to participate in these meetings. Normally, SAPC participates from the District 

office. Divisional coordinator and SAPC pass on information they get from the 

top of the organisation to the villagers.  

The main objective of all these meetings is to pass on the decisions taken 

at the top of the organisation to the villagers, and to provide information on the 

consequences of these decisions to the HQ management. In addition, at these 

meetings performance is reviewed, by measuring to what extent schedules are 

being met.  A Sarvodaya District coordinator, who has experience of 

participating in HQ meetings, district level meetings, and divisional level 

meetings said:  

„Actually, it can be said that the headquarters‟ level management 

Committee meeting, District Coordinators and Aggregate Services 

Committee meetings are convened punctually and regularly.  But, the 

other meetings at district level are not held punctually and regularly in 

some district. At District Coordinators‟ meetings at HQ level, most of 

the members keep their mouths shut. They don‟t ask any questions 

either. Very rarely, they talk openly and transparently about district 

level activities; working projects, programmes, vision, mission policies 

etc.  There is no such an environment at those meetings to ask 

questions and put forward our direct ideas. If anybody questions or 

critically expresses his views, the consequences might be devastating. 

He might be demoted or downgraded. Always, these meetings are used 

to obtain our information for the organization. And, they are just 

meetings where the matters are explained, and orders and ideas are 

given to us from the top. The lower level people do not question about 

the work and policies of Sarvodaya at all. At the district level meetings 

too, the same things happens. Members do not question. And, there is 

no independent and easy behaviour among members. It is totally 
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different the meetings we held two decades before. Now, in Sarvodaya, 

there is no accountability deliver from top to down but it is always 

being done from down to top.‟  (2) 

 

The meetings are just used as an information channel to pass top-level 

decisions on to the rural communities. They also act as a monitoring mechanism, 

through which performance of the projects implemented in the villages can be 

measured. At these meetings there are no discussions, dialogues and negotiations 

among the participants which make a space to create a participatory 

accountability system. Instead, it will encourage a bureaucratic hierarchical and 

upward accountability system.  

 

 Reporting as an accountability mechanism  

In the early period, “The entire organizational structure focused to the functions 

of implementation of the programmes, project, and activities. The largely 

informal non-professional approach to establishment and financial matters was 

quite adequate at that time. There was no formal reporting, monitoring, 

evaluation and planning functions” (Sarvodaya Publication, 1990, p.5). But, with 

the expansion of the organization across the country the organizational structure 

became complex and sophisticated management functions are now employed. 

These mechanisms made the accounting system stronger, enabling robust 

reporting to donors and to the management of Sarvodaya. As stated above, 

Sarvodaya hired a Financial Director with business accounting experience, and 

two professional consultants to help meet the new demands.  They designed new 

accounting procedures, policies and practice. After these changes, the head office 

received monthly trial balances and bank reconciliation statements from all field 

operators, and bank statements.  
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In Sarvodaya, two types of reporting processes are carrying out. The 

routine reporting system requires that reports are periodically prepared for the 

management at the HQs. And special project reports are prepared, as and when 

they are required by individual project authorities. The District office, as the 

main local funds disbursement unit, plays a key role in this reporting system. The 

Financial Coordinator at the district office is the person responsible for reporting. 

He/she is directly responsible to the District Coordinator. At the same time he/she 

is responsible to the Deputy Financial Director, the Financial Director at HQ, and 

the Accountant of each project. All the reports prepared by the Financial 

Coordinator should be approved by the District Coordinator before being sent to 

head office. If any clarification is needed the Financial Director, the Deputy 

Financial Director and the Accountants contact the Financial Coordinator by 

phone. The reports that the district office sends monthly to the HQ are trail 

balance with some notes, bank reconciliation statements, original bank statement, 

and vouchers to cover allowances given for project work, brief reports, original 

receipts, and a copy of the allowance payment document. And, for long-term 

projects, they must also periodically send the relevant project accountant a report 

of monies received and expenses paid. For short-term projects the Financial 

Coordinator must prepare the final project report, with the help of the DTO and 

the Divisional Coordinator.  

The district office keeps records about the expenses claimed by 

Divisional Coordinators and other field level officers. In addition, the money 

received and expenses paid for each and every project implemented in the district 

are recorded. Divisional Coordinators and other field officers provide the 

necessary financial information to the district office. In general, village level 
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projects are implemented by the Village Sarvodaya Societies, and the financial 

process at that level is very simple. When projects are running, the receipts for 

materials bought are sent to the district office, which pays the Village Society. 

The Village Society does not keep records of these project but they do keep 

membership funds‟ records, minutes of meetings, and records of the financial 

transactions of the society. The secretary presents those reports to the members of 

the society at their regular meetings. The records they keep are the bank account 

of the society, the registry of members, and the goods received note book. In 

addition, reports of the village society meetings and financial reports of the 

society are maintained. 

At the end each month, the Divisional Coordinators submit their reports 

about the services provided that month, and make their claim for travelling 

expenses to the District Financial Manager.  In addition, once every three months 

a report about completed work and services is submitted to the District 

Coordinator. The District Coordinator sends a copy of this three monthly report 

to HQ. However, the field officers, i.e. divisional coordinators, are reluctant this 

reporting process.  A Divisional Coordinator explained: 

„ Except our field works we have to do much more routine paper works 

in a very short period of time. Some times, we have to sacrifice our 

field visit time for such paper works.  We are very much concern about 

this because our performance are evaluated through this reporting 

system.‟   (25) 

 

At HQ, the recording system is systematic and professional. Each division 

gives their financial reports to the Financial Director, on a regular basis. To 

understand the reporting system at HQ, the empirical data were received from the 

SRTS division that has carried out the Water Tank Project in Hambantota. The 

SRTS division maintains information about its activities, and provides reports 
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every three months to the office of the Executive Director. In addition, SRTS 

provides information for the organisation‟s annual report, and reports on special 

projects. Reports are approved by the Divisional Director.  As it is a collective 

process the Deputy Executive Director, the Accountant in the financial section, 

the Chief Technical Advisor, the Regional Technical Advisor, and the District 

Technical Officers contribute information for the reports. The Accountant of this 

division sends all his reports to the Financial Director, through the Deputy 

Executive Director of SRTS. According to the organizational structure, the 

accountant is directly responsible to the Deputy Executive Director.  Progress 

reports on each project are sent to the Financial Director once every three 

months.  Copies of all reports are sent to the Executive Director. The reports 

from the district offices, prepared by the Financial Coordinators are approved by 

the District Coordinator. They are important elements of the monitoring process. 

The Assistant Accountant, SRTS at HQ explained the problems with this process:  

„The main problem of reporting which we are experiencing is the delay 

of due reports from the district office.  Some times, we did not receive 

the reports from them on time due to different reasons; absence of 

officers, sickness or another. Then,, we inform this situation to the top 

level and to the down level through letters and telephone to the persons 

concerned asking send us the required information as soon as 

possible.‟ (6) 

 

This interviewee stressed that there was no feedback from top management on 

these reports. 

When a project is completed final reports are prepared by the division. The 

SRTS office sends the final report, along with a completed form received from 

DTO, to the donor office.  The Financial Coordinator at the District Office sends 

a report about the project activities, with the signatures of the District 

Coordinator and DTO, to the SRTS office. This report should detail the way 
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money spent, the time taken to complete the project, and whether the project 

activities have complied with the project proposal. The donors also get an 

independent assessment report from the local authority, in addition to the above-

mentioned reports. Through this process the donors can validate the various 

project reports.  

The Project Advisor, SRTS explained the funds disbursement for a donor-funded 

project, and the importance of final project reports:  

„Normally, the donors do not give us the total amount of money of a 

project. At the beginning, they give us a part of the agreed amount i.e, 

60% of the total cost of a project. Unskilled labour, locally available 

materials should be provided by the villagers. However, we have to 

spend 100%. i.e. the total amount of the project cost. The Donors issue 

us the rest of the money i.e.,  40% of the cost  when  we give them the 

final reports of the project after we   completing them.‟ (4) 

 

If a project is unsuccessful according to the criteria of project proposal, the fault 

goes to the SRTS division. In this regard, the RTA in, SRTS division explained:  

„If the projects are unsuccessful, the responsibility directly comes to 

our division. The donors are very rule bounded. The projects should be 

completed as agreed in due time. In Matara and Galle, there were 2/3 

projects that we could not complete in accordance with project 

proposals. During the tsunami period these projects were ignored and 

postponed.  Now, we can‟t complete them at the prices that we 

estimated at the beginning.. Now the prices of materials have gone up.  

At the district level, the District coordinator, DTO, and village society 

should get together and should be completed these projects  But, in 

such a situation, there are problems of how the responsibility is shared 

among them.‟ (5) 

 

Although HQ staff said they are ultimately responsible for a project, in 

practice if a project fails the responsibility is passed downward to lower level 

staff. Donors pressurise SRTS, and SRTS passes the responsibility for failure to 

the District, Divisional and village level staff. In a nutshell, it can be said that all 

reporting is focused upwards, in order to meet donor demands.  Ultimately, the 
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reporting system within Sarvodaya can be seen as a mechanism for delivering 

accountability to donors.  

 

Other mechanisms; Auditing, Financial Reporting and Web Page Discourse 

Auditing is another mechanism to ensure the accountability of organizations. 

There are internal and external audit groups, which perform the audit function in 

order to minimize corruption and fraud, and enhance the reliability of reports. 

The internal audit group was established in 1987 and it is directly responsible to 

the President of the organisation.  Audit programmes were developed for the HQ, 

the district centres, and the savings and credit units. The main focus of the audit 

function is authorization, documentation and recording. Through its annual 

reporting Sarvodaya provides concise corporate financial statements and 

summaries of activities conducted in the previous financial year. The financial 

report is authorized by external auditors, who are nominated by the Annual 

General Meeting. In addition Sarvodaya maintains a web page of its day-to-day 

activities. These various auditing mechanisms are, on the one hand, legal 

requirements which an NGO must adhere to, and, on the other hand, 

commonplace mechanisms that are used for delivering NGO accountability. 

These mechanisms ensure the practice of functional accountability in Sarvodaya.  

 

6.5 Un-intended Consequences of the Transformation  

After 1980, the measures taken to resolve Sarvodaya‟s hegemonic crisis helped 

to gain the consent of the public, through building up credibility and catering to 

the economic needs which were created by the socio-political changes which 

occurred in the country. But these measures also drove Sarvodaya to adopt more 
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formal and functional structures and practices, which made the NGO abandon its 

value-driven approach in favour of a new market-driven approach. This paved 

the way for the formation of a formal, upward, short term, functional form of 

accountability–with unintended consequences.   

 

6.5.1 Top-to-Bottom instead Bottom-to-Top Approach  

NGOs cannot be accountable in formal way to the beneficiaries (Edwards and 

Hulme (1995). But NGO accountability can be delivered through participatory 

decision-making, a participatory evaluation process, transparency, and feedback. 

As explained in Chapter 5, in the first two decades of its operation Sarvodaya 

practiced community participation in decision-making, through the Shramadana 

camps. This was an effective mechanism for providing accountability to the 

community. But, after Sarvodaya adopted a market-driven approach, villagers 

were no longer involved in decision-making and the project planning and 

implementation became subject to a formal hierarchical top down process. The 

project planning and implementation procedure is as follows.  The village 

Society prepares a report prioritizing their needs and gives it to the Divisional 

Coordinator. The Divisional Coordinator, with the support of the district DTO, 

completes any relevant documents, indicating the technical matters associated 

with the project, and gives it to the District Coordinator. The District Coordinator 

passes these reports to the Regional Technical Adviser (RTA). The RTA sends 

his report, with his recommendations about the project, to the SRTS division at 

HQ. At HQ, the village proposals are categorised according to the type of 

projects. 
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Three months before the end of the year (normal calendar year) the SRTS 

division prepares its programmes for the forthcoming year. The SRTS division is 

aware of interested donors, potential donations, and the development projects that 

will be funded in the upcoming year. The Executive Director, the Deputy 

Executive Director, the Chief Technical Officer, and the Accountant decide 

which projects will be given to each district, and District Coordinators are 

informed accordingly.  

Then SRTS requests the relevant DTOs to send a formal report of the 

project-which is very similar to a project proposal. Along with a formal set of 

forms the DTO provides a detailed proposal, including the location of the project, 

the availability of basic resources, the possible outcome of the project, and the 

number of beneficiaries. With the approval of the District Coordinator, this report 

is sent to SRTS. The Chief Technical Officer, the Deputy Executive Director, and 

the Translator of the document examine the report and send it to the appropriate 

agent of the donor organization in Sri Lanka. If they require further clarification 

they contact the SRTS division, which responses immediately. After approval of 

the project SRTS requests the donor to provide funds. The donor organization 

sends a cheque to the SRTS division, generally written out to the main account of 

Sarvodaya. SRTS sends the cheque to the Financial Director of Sarvodaya, who 

transfers the money into the SRTS account as it is needed. SRTS sends the 

money to implement the project to the relevant district centre, which gives the 

money to the officers of the Village Society to carry out the project.  

In contrast to this regulated formal process, in practice, projects come to 

the village according to the desire of the top level officers that totally depends on 

the availability of funds from the donors. As Jenny Pears (2000) explains the 
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response to the chance of funds rather than to the actual needs of the community 

is the normal practice in developing countries. Sarvodaya is an example of that.  

This situation makes the villagers and field level officers uncomfortable. More 

often, this kind of situation forces villagers to accept unwanted or low priority, 

projects, at the cost of urgent and much needed aid.  Project Advisor SRTS 

explains such a situation: 

„At this moment, we have also got money for the projects of training 

masons and carpenters. Then, we have to select the people through 

District coordinators and Divisional coordinators and direct the 

selected villagers to the training centres.‟ (4)  

 

When the researcher interviewed the district and divisional coordinators they said 

that this training is not necessary, but that HQ had forced them to send people for 

this training. Village needs and HQ needs are totally different, and the HQ acts 

according to the donor‟s prioritization. A Divisional Coordinator explained:  

„Currently, they are asking us to select and direct the villagers for 

carpentry and masons training program. The training centre is in 

Sarvodaya district centre at Matale (it is far away from Hambantota 

and a 12 hour journey). The people do not like to go over there for that 

training. In Hambantota, there are so many vocational training 

centres. So, people do not like to go for the training such far away.  If 

we did not send people for that training, that is not good for our career. 

They would blame us telling that we do not do our job well. They would 

send warning letters as well. The reason for all these problems is all 

decisions are made at top level without considering the villagers true  

needs.   

 

„The current practice is totally different from the old one. What we now 

do is after we receive a project to the district, we select a village to 

implement it. But, Sarvodaya concept is the development activity should 

start from the village and then carry it on to the top just asking for their 

assistance to implement it. In contrary, at the top level, the project 

proposals are prepared and approved and, then it is informed to the 

district centres. Then, at the district level we discuss about it. Then, 

District coordinator and Divisional coordinator according to their 

knowledge select a village. Now, we are implementing 5 projects under 

the NORAD such as   Conflict resolution, conflict mapping etc. The 

villagers do not know anything about them. 
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„Another example, there is a project called KADOLANA. They wrote 

proposals and got the funds. Thereafter, they started to select a village. 

We have selected a village and went for further examination. Then we 

came to know that in that village same kind of projects is operating at 

the movement. If we can‟t implement that project in any reasons, the 

top level people will make allegations upon us. Another example, after 

Tsunami, they gave 8 pre-schools to Hambantota district and asked us 

to select villages to construct them. At that moment, Sajith mahatha 

(one Member of Parliament) already has made pre- schools in this 

area. We made only 2 pre schools but one is made in a place where it is 

not needed at all.  

 

„When problems come, you know, if we take villagers side Sarvodaya 

punishes us and if we take Sarvodaya side villagers go against us.  You 

know, changes are needed and might be happened for the development, 

but, we must not to walk away from the community and basic principles 

of the organization. Now, the villagers‟ need is one thing and the 

service given is another. They do not look for the real needs of the 

villagers. We, the lower and field level people in the organization (eg. 

below district level) used to do what top level people asked us to do.‟ 

.(24)  

 

He explained that some projects which come down from top management are 

not necessary for the village, and that they do not address village needs, Instead 

they reflect the donor‟s interests. This is totally different from Sarvodaya old 

bottom-up approach, which encouraged citizenship participation in decision-

making and political empowerment of the community. Now, the projects are 

prioritized according to the availability of donor funding, and this has led directly 

to a top-down approach. Villagers have no knowledge of what projects will be 

implemented in their village, or of when and how. So, the question is whose 

needs are being met–the villagers, Sarvodaya or the donors? Sarvodaya pursued 

the funding necessary for its survival at the cost of its fundamental ideology and 

concepts. Gray and Bebbington (2005) explain that when NGOs get too close to 

funding bodies, and rely too much on States and the corporate sector for their 

survival, they risk their independence, legitimacy and the trust of their grassroots 

support.  Sarvodaya Divisional Coordinator explained that some of Sarvodaya‟s 
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workers understood this situation and discussed it at different levels even   

though there has been no change: 

„Now you can‟t see the village participation. We talk about this issue at 

the district level. But, we do not see any out come. These suggestions 

do not go beyond district. Now, the policy and principle of Sarvodaya 

is one thing and practice is some thing else. Now, Sarvodaya need is 

only finding money by doing any kind of things.  All activities they have 

done only for finding money. „(24) 

  

The Village Society leader and field officers said that the Rain Water Harvesting 

Tank project is an example of a project which came to the village, Siriyagama 

from above, but that in fact it was very much needed by the rural community. A 

village Sarvodaya officer explained: 

„In this village, still, we are seriously suffering from the problem of 

lack of water. When there is a drought, large amount of families are 

badly affected by not having water for drinking and their agricultural 

activities.  Once, in a village meeting, Divisional coordinator told that 

there was a water tank project carry on by Sarvodaya. He told that they 

were making water tanks called „rain water harvesting tanks‟. He 

explained that the people can collect rain water into a tank which is 

specially made for and keep the water to use when rain is not there. 

Then we asked him to take the necessary steps to make those tanks in 

our village too.‟  (36) 

  

At first, Sarvodaya gave five tanks to the village. Subsequently, other villagers 

also made requests for tanks. So, a further seven tanks were donated, and one 

tank was given to the village temple. Villagers had no knowledge of this project 

until it was implemented in the village. In this project, some basic cost should be 

done by the tank recipients according to the criteria set by Sarvodaya. So, most of 

the people were frightened to spend this basic amount of money for this project 

because of the poor people did not like to take a risk and some were not in a 

position to spend that much money because of their poverty.  
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6.5.2 The Political Practice of Resource Allocation  

As mentioned above, the projects to be implemented in villages, the criteria for 

the selection of recipients, the project process, the cost, and time schedule, are 

decided by Sarvodaya‟s HQ. Most of the time, decisions made by top level 

people are not practical for the village and, as a result, the poorest people are 

excluded from community development projects. Resource dissemination is 

usually dependent on local politics and practices.  Patronage and kith and kin 

relationships, power relations, party politics and bribery are all remarkably active 

in rural areas. The water tank project and the housing project, mentioned earlier, 

are evidence.  

 

Patronage relationship and Resource allocation  

When resources come to the village, the village officers select the recipients 

according to their own interests. As explained above, the village officer has to 

implement the project according to top management instruction. Senior managers 

do not go into the field; instead they rely on the reports produced by the lower 

level field officers. Village field officers work hard to finish the project within 

the time frame outlined by senior managers. This fosters the operation of 

patronage politics. Villagers are critical of the activities and behaviour of the 

field officers. One water tank recipient explained:  

„Anybody does not like to the manger of the society. She treats to the 

people who only she likes. When we go to her asking some help, she 

says, „now I can‟t do any thing, I am busy or it is not working time. I 

can‟t work so, you come another time‟. But we know that she gives 

loans to her friends at any time without any delay.‟ (40)  

 

The housing project had an important criterion for the selection of recipients–

they had to have been a victim of the Tsunami and a member of the Sarvodaya 
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society. People who were victims but who were not a member of the Sarvodaya 

society acquired membership merely to qualify for a house.  One house recipient 

said: 

„We came to know that Sarvodaya village society was going to make 

houses for Tsunami victims. Then my wife got the membership in this 

society. Then my wife and his brother talked with Sunil Sir in SEEDS 

and gave an application for a house. (My brother- in- law knows Sunil 

Sir, District manager well) We easily got money.  Then we laid 

foundation for a house here.‟ (27)  

 

He also emphasised that personal relationships with the Sarvodaya officers 

were an important part of the selection process in the house project. Moreover, 

most villagers suspected the officers of the village Sarvodaya society benefited 

more from this project than the members of the society, and they believed that the 

officers shared the resources among themselves and their relatives. This practice 

is not limited to Sarvodaya. All grassroots organizations operate in the same way 

in the villages. A house recipient said:  

„Shamalie (president of village society) has direct links with 

Sarvodaya.  We think she has got some more than us from Sarvodaya. 

She always talks for them and get their side (Eepethte). She does not 

allow us to even blame to Sarvodaya.  You know the fisheries society. 

The boats were shared among the officers of that society and their 

relatives. Sarvodaya is also same. The officers get much. The office 

bearers of the village society got money Rs. 235,000 even though they 

did not have any damage from the Tsunami. (Niladarin lesa gavunu 

ayatath labuna) The office bears of this society abuse the position. 

Shamalie is in our Sarvodaya samithiya (society) who is living in 

adjoining house.  We don‟t know but, I think she might have got some 

more. Her mother also got a house without having much damage to her 

house. „(28)  

 

Several other house recipients (34, 27) also said the same thing in this regard.  

Another house recipient thought that patronage relationships were active in this 

project, and he was not satisfied with the process of resource allocation. 

A villager said:  
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„There is no proper way for the distribution of donations, some people 

have got money and some have not. That‟s the problem. The people in 

adjoining house (MA Sunil) got the money doing frauds. They broke the 

walls of their house deliberately.  In that way they took money. They 

make a good relationship with Holism Engineer Ranil Sir and took the 

money. All villages know this matter.‟ (30) 

 

Bribery and resource allocation  

Other common practice when allocating resources in villages is the payment of 

money or provision of a gift to the field officers of the society and other key 

people involved in the project.  A house recipient explained: 

„In every where we can see frauds.  When fishing nets and other 

equipments are distributed among the fishing community, the people 

who give something (Rs. 1000/2000) (tips) to the officers got those 

equipments easily. Suppose that we are having 10 societies in this 

village, the people who normally get the benefits, will get the benefits 

from all those societies. If we can give „something‟, like cigarettes, 

arrack, or money under hand, we also can get some donations. The 

people who have something (rich) they get more. Poor people become 

poorer. It is unavoidable‟ (33)  

 

Another house recipient (40) stated the same thing in this regard.  

     

Party politics and resource allocation  

Party politics is also a decisive factor in the process of resource allocation at the 

local level, whether the donation is provided by the government or an NGO. The 

party politics of local leaders is important when selecting recipients. Despite 

Sarvodaya‟s early objection to this kind of practice, it is now involved in it itself.  

One villager said:     

„Politically we are supporting to the UNP party. Because of we are 

UNP members anybody did not treat us the way that they treat others. I 

and my four sisters are living in these houses. As others we also go to 

the meetings. We fill some forms and gave them to the presidents and 

secretaries of the societies. We do not know what is happening there. 

We do not get anything unfortunately.  Reason is our party politics 

nothing else.‟ (38) 

 



 214 

6.5.3 Lack of Transparency for the Community 

The villagers were not happy with the resource allocation method used for this 

housing project because it was not transparent or credible.  The villagers 

suspected that fraud was prevalent and that there was malpractice, in relation to 

financial transactions and material distribution.  The house recipient said that 

Sarvodaya officers did not issue bills for the materials, cheated money, and 

provided low quality materials, etc. A house recipient explained.   

„You know, we have fallen into a hell.  We did not get any bill for the 

goods we bought. They might have done some kind of frauds, that‟s 

why they did not give us bills. We bought goods from where they asked 

us to buy.  They did not pay for them in front of us. The roof tiles that 

they gave to some people were very low quality. But, we refused their 

tiles and got some money from them and bought good quality tiles. 

They gave us a cheque of Rs. 21750. In the end, I thought, we were 

cheated. I went to Sarvodaya and blamed them complaining that there 

is a money frauds.‟ (27)  

 

Another house recipient said: 

„ I could not have a chance to select some materials because they used 

to bring the materials to the house without informing us.   We bought 

the materials for wiring and some glasses from the shop they asked us 

to buy. We do not know their prices. But, we think there would be a 

fraud. They did not pay for those goods in front of us. We don‟t know 

their relationship with the places like sand sales point, stone sales 

point, tiles shops etc..  But, the wire role they gave us at a cost of Rs. 

1050. We could buy it from a shop at Dikwella at a cost of Rs. 900. Just 

we saw it in their book but they never show it or told about it. The sand 

and stone provider used to bring the materials to the work site. They 

give sand at 3300 and the people who bring sand give the bill to us and 

we give that bill to Sarath Sir. He pays to the sand seller directly.  In 

those days sand was not much expensive. They only talked with the 

sand seller not with us. We thought to teach them a good lesson. Once, 

what we have done was we ordered sand from another place and we 

bought sand at Rs. 3000 and we kept Rs. 300. In addition, when they 

give money they gave Rs.2000 instead of Rs. 2100 telling that they 

don‟t have change to give 100.‟ (28) 

 

Some other house recipients  said: 

 

„Sarvodaya was going to give Rs.  20,000 for a toilet but actually we 

got Rs.15,000. People went behind them asking the rest of money- Rs 
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5,000 but they told it is not. We think they cheated that money. They 

might have eaten it .‟ (27,28,33) 

 

The Accountant in SEEDS said that when they received the final instalment 

from Sarvodaya HQ, they allocated Rs. 20,000 for each toilet, which they gave 

only to house holders who had finished their toilets. But recipients said they had 

received only Rs. 15,000 – so in each case there was a shortfall Rs. 5,000. 

One villager criticised Sarvodaya, saying:  

„Sarvodaya think that we are foolish. I have done my A levels.  They 

have taken here 100 of white people and show these houses to them 

telling that these houses were made by them. They took photos of these 

houses with our children.  So, we don‟t know how much money they 

earned showing those photos to white people.  I think, white people 

might have given a big amount of money to Sarvodaya and they gave us 

a little amount of it.‟ (2) 

 

Two other house recipients (33, 28) said the same story.  

 

House recipients suspected that Sarvodaya staff had cheated them of the 

money when they settled the bills, making direct payments to shops and giving 

instalments to villagers. As a resistance, the villagers started to cheat Sarvodaya 

officers. Villagers also suspected Sarvodaya had got more money from donors by 

showing photographs of the housing project with the recipients.  

 

6.5.4 No Follow-up or Monitoring Process  

Accountability to the community can be enhanced through monitoring and 

following-up on projects. Ebrahim (2005, p.71) states that „feed back from 

different stakeholders leads for a long term learning process which improves    

downward accountability‟. A follow-up process can ensure a high level of 

effectiveness, fair benefit sharing and problems resolving activities of a project.  

A Sarvodaya district centre Financial Coordinator explained:  
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„We have a tight controlling method for money. We always go to the 

lowest quotation when we buy materials required for a project. This is 

to be approved by the DTO. Then only we draw a cheque. But, as we 

think the most important thing is having close monitoring through 

feedback to make sure whether the people are getting a good service 

for the money, with quality materials. The knowledge of the service 

after the completion of the project and about the problems that the 

users are facing since then are not reckoned as important in this system 

though it is needed in deed.‟ (17) 

 

As far as the Water Tank project is concerned, the follow-up process was 

essential as there was some possibility that problems would develop after the 

service was started. In this project, it was important to educate the users as to 

how they could hygienically use rain-water for drinking purpose. And a follow 

up on whether the tanks were properly functioning, and the resource was being 

properly used, was expected.  RTA said: 

„The villagers do not have proper knowledge to maintain a tank. We, 

normally, ask DTO to educate the people about water tank and the way 

it should be used. We do not know whether he does it or not. We do not 

have money to spend for this kind of educational programs. After finish 

the project, we have to find out and ensure about the technological 

knowledge of the users, the way they use it, repairing and maintenance 

of the tanks etc. etc. but we do not have such a method. We do not have 

money or volunteer workers to do so. The donors even do not have such 

a program for this kind of follow-up activities.  They do not give money 

for that purpose. They ask us to find money and do it by ourselves. Five 

years before, they gave us some money to train persons and assign 

them to maintain the tanks. We trained them. Now, we ask the village 

society to appoint and train one person as a caretaker and bear the 

cost for it. We do not know whether it is operating or not. We 

understand that we do not have good accountability to the people. But 

our duty is just do the basic things. The other activities are up to the 

village people.‟ (5) 

 

So far as the Water Tank project was concerned, Sarvodaya was more 

accountable to the donors than to the community. The RTA said they were not 

accountable to the community. He avoided the issue of community accountability 

by pointing the finger at the donors, the local Sarvodaya leaders and village 
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societies. Donor expectations are formal, short term, numeric, and simple. They 

rely on reports and their numbers, but are not concerned with community issues. 

Sarvodaya officers at HQ, like Directors of the divisions, are not aware of the 

actual problems that field staff confront while conducting project activities.  

Their prime concern is to complete projects, as agreed with donors, so ensuring 

future donor support  

This happened also in relation to the Housing project. The terms and 

conditions of agreements signed with donors were the main focus of the senior 

management of Sarvodaya. Recipient satisfaction and the problems they faced 

when using the service did not attract much concern. Most recipients of the 

housing project claimed Sarvodaya did not fulfil promises they have been made.   

One recipient said: 

„Sarvodaya made lot of promises. But keep very little. At the first 

ceremony of the Housing Project Ariyaratna Mahattaya ( Mr)and other 

Sarvodaya leaders  Regional, Manager, Sunil Sir and Sumith Sir, 

Sarath Sir and Holcim officers came to the village. When Ariyaratna 

mahattaya spoke at that ceremony, he said that he was going to 

establish a Sarvodaya village in this place.  He promised he will give 

us water, electricity and the road for these houses. Pointing to the arid 

adjoining land he said he would buy that land and turn it into a small 

jungle to protect natural water springs. He also promised to give us a 

children‟ park and also a Budumedurak (a Shrine Room) and said  „in 

future when I go to Kataragama (religiously worshiping place ) then I 

can come to this place and  be happy seeing a good Sarvodaya village‟.  

Then, people asked him to buy the adjoining land and give it to them to 

build their houses.  Then, he said for the sake of the natural beauty and 

protection of these houses, there should be a great necessity for a small 

plot of forest like that. So, we have to leave that land for it. But after 

that we did not see him. He did not come to this place. We do not no his 

whereabouts in Colombo.‟  (28) 

 

It was evident that a large number of houses had been abandoned by 

recipients as they had no water, electricity or roads. Sarvodaya was not able to 

keep the promises they had made to recipients. This was contrary to Sarvodaya‟s 



 218 

early approach, when it stressed that the practice was more important than the 

promise. Dr. Ariyaratna said “People judge us by the result not by promises and 

sermons”. (Collected Works, vol.1, p.20).  

Another house recipient said:  

 „After this project, Sarvodaya people did not come to this place.  

Sarvodaya society also did not meet again. When we asked people in 

the SEEDS Office Matara they say they can not do anything for our 

problem, their part has been done. For our problems solutions should 

be sought from the government office (provincial secreteriet) in the 

area.‟ (34) 

 

The Financial Manager of the Village Society said:  

„After this project no body ( Sarvodaya and Holcim)came to the village. 

We do not have any kind of relationship with Sarvodaya. We do not 

have any kind of relationship with Holcim officers as well.  We do not 

know where they are too.‟ (26) 

 

6.5.5 Performance Measurements towards Donor Criteria  

The housing project was funded by the multi-national cement company, Holcim, 

after one of its factories at Galle in southern province of Sri Lanka was severely 

damaged by the tsunami. Some workers in the factory were also personally 

affected by this disaster and Holcim wanted to construct houses for Tsunami-

affected people in the southern division. They selected Sarvodaya to implement 

this project and said they wanted it to be completed quickly. Holcim agreed to 

spend Rs. 300,000 on each house and selected Sarvodaya, as a well-established 

and reputable NGO, to run this project. Holcim‟s main condition was that the 

project should be finished in less than six months.  

A house recipient explained that Sarvodaya unnecessarily pressurised him 

to finish his house within a shorter time:   

„Sarvodaya wanted to build houses as soon as possible. Sarath Sir 

encouraged us always. He said, all houses should be finished at once. 

Always he stressed that if we do not work to their time frame we may 
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loss the money they give us. Therefore to finish our houses we obtained 

loans from out side as Sarvodaya money was not enough. Now our 

houses were not completed, no water, no electricity there, no road as 

they were promised. In addition, we have to think about our loans day 

and night. If Sarvodaya told us at the beginning to make a small house 

we would have done it. But, when houses were planned Sarvodaya said 

if we want we could plan for a big house on the condition that we must 

spend the additional money from our own. We did not take this so 

serious. I brought some masons from remote areas at higher rates. 

Spent all money I had, and received money on loan. Now we are in a 

big problem. We think we were not explained the project very clearly. 

On the other hand, we thought to finish our houses either Sarvodaya or 

Holcim would support us. But, now, there is no one to help us and no 

one to take this responsibility.‟ (32) 

 

The recipients believed that if Sarvodaya had not forced them to construct 

their house so quickly they could have worked more slowly, little by little, and so 

avoided the problems they had experienced from the rapid build. There was a 

communication gap between Sarvodaya and the community regarding the nature 

of the project and the money Sarvodaya was going to spend etc.   

 

 

6.5.6 Contradictions between Community and Sarvodaya on Project               

Performance  

 

Sarvodaya and the local community held different views on the performance of 

this project. The SEEDS officers and the field project officer said that this 

housing project has been highly successful, as they were able to complete on time 

and within the budget. But the recipients were very dissatisfactory because the 

project caused numerous problems for them. Smillie (1996, p.190) states „The 

outcome of a project should be measured to understand how the project has made 

a difference to the lives of the community in a better way‟.  It seemed Sarvodaya 

was overly optimistic about the outcomes of this housing project. The project 

officer in charge of the housing project said: 
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„This project was very successful due to several reasons.  a, the 

sufficient work was done for the money which was spent. b, All works 

were done  very simply and easy. c, The process of all activities was 

transparent to both sides . d, The financial process was very simple. E, 

The personal contacts with Mr. Sunil, manager, SEEDS and the 

Accountant during the project period were very cooperative and 

helpful.‟ (16)  

 

The Regional Manager, SEEDS, said:  

„All administrative activities in this project were done smoothly. There 

were no problems at all. Both Sarvodaya and the Holcim wanted to 

build these houses as soon as possible. We could finish it on time as 

scheduled within given budget, and hand it over to Holcim as sheduled. 

There were no any frauds or corruptions in handling money. However, 

when inquired of lack of facilities like road, water, and electricity he 

said they were beyond their project and its aims and objectives by 

admitting that they become necessary for the people who settling under 

this housing project.‟    (8) 

 

SEEDS measured the success of the project in terms of how satisfied both   

Sarvodaya and the donor were.  Sarvodaya was satisfied with the project as it had 

met the donor‟s remit to spend „designated money for designated purposes‟ 

(Najam, (1996, p.342). SEEDS‟s objective was to satisfy their donor, Holcim, 

and to assure the company that Sarvodaya could fulfil the agreed tasks.  This was 

important for Sarvodaya to maintain its good relationship with Holcim. 

Therefore, Sarvodaya‟s main concern was to be accountable to Holcim, by 

fulfilling the terms of agreement with the cement company, not the recipient 

community.  Sarvodaya‟s accountability to the community was sadly lacking.  

The District Manager, SEEDS, said: 

„Our housing project was better than other housing projects. Houses 

were solid and made by using good materials. Holcim officers 

examined these houses when the constructions were going on. Sarath 

visited those places daily. I also went there regularly. We continuously 

provided reports to Holcim during the project time. We completed this 

project within a very short period of time. At the end of the project, a 

report for the project was prepared by a government valuation officer. 

In addition, the Holcim got separate audit report. At the end, we 
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organized a ceremony and handed those houses over to the recipients. 

The Regional Manager SEEDS, prepared the final report for the 

project and gave it to SEEDS headquarters. After handing over these 

houses Sarvodaya does not have any kind of responsibility for these 

houses.‟  (14) 

 

 

Economic problems   

It was evident that Sarvodaya had not paid enough attention to the problems the 

people experienced after handover of the houses. After completing the 

construction of houses Sarvodaya thought that their responsibility was ended. 

The Sarvodaya leader and other officers did not visit the recipients. The 

Sarvodaya society, formed at the beginning of the project, did not function well. 

Most of the house recipients were discontented, as they had been economically 

paralysed because of their housing loans. Most of the house recipients had spent 

more money on their houses than they had received from Sarvodaya. They had to 

borrow that money from family, local banks, and community-based 

organizations, in order to complete their houses. Some of them pawned their 

personal belongings to get the money to construct the houses. They felt that they 

had been misled. A house recipient said:  

„The walls of my house were constructed very quickly. But in making 

other parts we had too many problems. Sarath Sir (project officer) gave 

us money time by time observing as our working was going on. He gave 

his money little by little like Rs. 1000, 2000, etc.  We had to spend a 

large amount of our own money for this house. I have got a loan 

Rs.100,000 from our Small Fishermen Society, another Rs. 240,000 

from pawing jewelleries, and Rs. 40,000 from brother and another 

Rs.96000 from brother- in- law. In that way I borrowed around 5-6 

lacks. Now I am paying a large amount of money as interest for these 

loans. All theses problems we faced because of this housing project.‟ 

(28) 

 

Some other house recipienst(32,33,35) said the same story in this 

regard.  
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Another house recipient said:  

„Now we have spent nearly Rs. 800,000-900,000.  We got from 

Sarvodaya only 230,000. We spent nearly Rs.600,000 from our own 

money. Moreover, I borrowed Rs.300,000 at 10% interest per month 

from a village money lender. Now, we pay Rs.3, 000 per month as only 

interest. So far, I have paid nearly Rs. 100,000 as interest. I have got 

Rs.150,000 from Small Fishermen society for which  I have to pay Rs. 

7,000as an monthly interest.  My monthly earning were Sep. 5,000, 

Oct. 55,000, Nov. 33,000. At least I am having 5,000 per month. I got 

125,000 by pawning jewellery from peoples‟ bank and bank of Ceylon.   

But, we could not finish the house yet. Ceiling, flow tiling, fixing grills 

and doors, kitchen and toilet are yet to be done. Actually, this brought 

us another Tsunami. All these problems were because of this Housing 

Project. After Tsunami we lost everything. We wanted a good house. 

That was our great hope. Under that situation we joined with this 

Housing Project without having much knowledge.‟   (27)  

 

 

Infrastructure problems  

In addition to the above financial problems of the project recipient, there were 

several other problems regarding water, electricity and transport to the houses. 

These services were not addressed by Sarvodaya, and they were overlooked 

when the project was initially planned by Holcim and the NGO. A Sarvodaya 

member in the village explained:  

„The main problems here are the road, light, and water. I talked to Mr. 

Sunil, the district manager, SEEDS about these problems. But there 

was no solution.  Here, our male persons are doing fishing jobs. From 

this place they have to go about 1½ mile to their working place. It is 

very difficult to carry their fishing equipments from here to there and 

vice versa. So transport also is a problem. Some of these people have 

their old damaged houses near the beach. There they have above 

facilities. Now they think they should go back to their previous place 

near to beach. At the moment they are going there and spend day time 

and come here for the night. However, without above facilities no one 

can live here.‟ (26) 

 

Another house recipient said: 

„We are living here suffering various problems. Water is the main 

thing. At the beginning we thought Sarvodaya or Holcim help us to get 

a tap line to these houses. But they left and we never see them again. 
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The road also is a problem. At the beginning they cut a road by using a 

Buldozer. But, now you can see no body can walk there. If any urgency, 

we can‟t take a vehicle here. If there is a serious patient he has to die 

here. We can‟t take him to the hospital.‟ (28) 

 

As the houses were being built on the side of a hill, cutting sinking water wells 

into the land was not possible. So, the lack of water emerged as a crucial issue.  

Also, as these houses were built so far away from the main electricity providing 

power was problematic. Most people stressed the need for an access road, the 

provision of which had also been neglected in planning. As mentioned in chapter 

4, the recipients of this project were involved in fishing industry, but these houses 

were constructed far away from the fishing harbour. That meant householders 

had to travel long distances, sometimes with their fishing equipments. The 

fishing community has a different life style that too attached to the sea. Because 

of this project they were forced to live in a different place, which was not 

convenient for their work. 

 

6.6 Impact on Community Development 

As explained in Chapter 5, in its early days Sarvodaya had rejected the capitalist 

development model, based on materialistic ideology, economic competition and 

modern technology, and emphasised a holistic development approach, with an 

economic, socio-political, cultural and spiritual focus. Before 1980 Sarvodaya 

created its hegemonic leadership by balancing these approaches in its 

development programmes, which accommodated a more informal, socialising 

form of accountability.  But after 1980, in the process of resolving its hegemonic 

crisis, Sarvodaya was in need of donor funds and so adopted a more 

internationally acceptable market-oriented development strategy and formal 
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activity structures, procedures and practices–reflective of a functional and 

upward form of accountability. The outcome of this transformation is evident in 

the process of Sarvodaya‟s community development post-1980.  

As mentioned above, in this more recent phase, Sarvodaya became involved 

in formal and highly structured community development programmes, conducted 

with strict time schedules, budgetary conditions, formalities and procedures, a 

formal application process, standard criteria for selecting project recipients, 

formal relationships between recipients and project officials, and a distant 

hierarchical decision-making process.   

As a result of these changes, the poor villagers became the clients of the 

Sarvodaya development programmes, but were no longer the partners or 

shareholders of these programmes, as they were prior to 1980. The moral and 

ethical relationship established between Sarvodaya and the community, as 

explained in chapter 5, also changed into a contractual relationship. Sarvodaya 

aggressively pursued donor funds in order to continue its community 

development programmes. In addition, SEEDS began to financially assist various 

micro-financed programmes in the villages. All this drove Sarvodaya towards a 

more professional and commercial operation. As explained in chapter 5, this 

encouraged villagers and some Sarvodaya officers to view Sarvodaya simply as a 

bank. Sarvodaya viewed the terms and conditions of donors, and financial 

regulations, as being more important than the rural community issues it had 

focused on pre-1980.  

As a result of this transformation, the poor villagers became poorer, because 

they had no direct access to resources in Sarvodaya‟s newly-focused community 

development projects. This exclusion of the poor from development programmes 
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in developing countries is well documented. “NGOs may not reach the poorest of 

the poor, though they do tend to reach a poorer sector than most government 

programmes” (see Carrol 1992, Bebbington and Thiele 1993, Farrington and 

Bebbington 1993, and Riddle and Robinson, 1995, p.114). The two Sarvodaya 

community development projects, the focus of this research, reflect this 

difficulty.  

As far as the water tank project is concerned, and as the Sarvodaya Village 

Society leader explained (36), there were priori conditions which had to be 

applied when selecting recipients of the water tanks.  For example, they should 

live in tiled roof houses with rain drain side pipes fixed to the roof, so that they 

could channel rainwater into the tanks. They should be able to provide sand, 

concrete and stones, supporting labour to make the water tanks, and meals for the 

masons.  These conditions prevented the poorest people, who were economically 

incapable and living in thatched-covered mud houses in the village, from being 

selected as water tank recipients. And only the relatively better off families in the 

village could take advantage of the water tanks. Sarvodaya was obliged to adhere 

to these conditions, as they had been determined by the donors.  

There was the same problem in the tsunami housing project. The Financial 

Manager of the village society explained, the poorest fishermen missed the 

chance of obtaining houses from that project as there was a priori condition that 

recipients should own a piece of land on which a house could be constructed. 

Because of this condition the poorest people were disqualified from the project, 

although they had lost their houses to the tsunami. The village Sarvodaya 

members criticised this condition, which had been made by senior managers but 
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they were not powerful enough to provide a strong voice for their concern. The 

Financial Manager of the Sarvodaya village society said:    

„It was wrong and was not fair to make such conditions. They stoped 

giving houses for those poor people who have lost their houses and all 

other belongings due to Tsunami. Under this project the poorest 

fishermen who have not a piece of land or money to buy a piece of land 

were disqualified for houses though they were members of the village 

Sarvodaya society.‟ (26)  

 

The poorest people in the villages were frustrated that they couldn‟t benefit from 

these projects, but because they were poor they had to accept what the NGOs 

determined. A villager who was unable to get a water Tank said: 

„In our village the able people gain everything. We have to wait and 

see quietly what‟s going on. That is how things happen in our village. 

Those who eat eat everything and those who have not, nothing at all 

(kanaeka kanawa..nethiekata athtema ne).  Although we know the truth 

what we can do. „ (38) 

 

Sarvodaya initially aimed to empower poor village communities. They stressed 

that this process should be begin with the poorest families in the rural sector, as 

explained in the previous chapter. However, after 1980 the reality was different. 

Under the rules of the new Sarvodaya programmes, instead of alleviating poverty 

it was exacerbated in the rural sector. A District Coordinator and an ex-vice 

President of Sarvodaya said: 

„Now the poor people were being speedily neglected by Sarvodaya 

programmes. In early period, when Sarvodaya conducted its 

community development programmes we focussed our foremost 

attention to the poorest and marginalized people in the village. That is 

what Sarvodaya philosophy, (eka thama Sarvodaya darsanaya). I think 

Sarvodaya has to address this issue soon.‟ (2) 

 

6.7 Summary and Conclusion  

This chapter has discussed the hegemonic crisis Sarvodaya confronted post-1980, 

due to the immense expansion of its activities, its controversial relationship with 
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the government, and the outcome of the neo-liberal economic policies after 1977. 

It discussed how Sarvodaya resolved this crisis by adopting a market-oriented 

approach, while perusing donor funds for its community development 

programmes. This chapter examined how, in this process, the functional form of 

accountability was developed. The characteristics of that kind of accountability, 

its unintended consequences, and its effect on community development, were 

also discussed.     

The chapter 5 examined how, during the first two decades of its 

development, Sarvodaya achieved a hegemonic leadership-wining over the 

consent of the people - and how in that process a social form of accountability 

was formed. It explored the deep socio-economic and politico-cultural dynamics 

of this kind of accountability, by examining its relationship with Sarvodaya‟s 

hegemony. This chapter examined how the socialising form of accountability was 

transformed into a functional form of accountability, as Sarvodaya struggled to 

maintain its hegemonic leadership and resolve the crisis, which emerged after 

1980. In this process Sarvodaya adopted more formal structured procedures and 

practices, consistent with this functional form of accountability. In the process, 

Sarvodaya shifted from a value-driven to a market-driven approach and 

transformed its holistic community development ideology into a more 

materialistic dogma. 

The next chapter will discuss the contribution made by this study to the 

existing literature on NGO accountability, and it will present the conclusions of 

the study and suggestions for future research. 
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Chapter 7 

Discussion and Conclusion 
  

7.1 Introduction 

This thesis has focused on NGO accountability with an emphasis on its practices 

and transformation that took place in the context of the Sri Lankan socio-

economic and political history. As has been discussed throughout the literature 

review undertaken, and the empirical experience gained, the following questions 

became key to my analysis: Did a process of hegemonic formation of NGO give 

rise to a particular form of accountability?  If so, how did this occur and why? 

Did this accountability form transform while maintaining hegemony? If so, how 

did this happen and why? While these questions were empirically investigative 

and theoretically stimulating, I attempted to find answers through a critical 

engagement rather than examining the procedural principles and the technical 

validities embedded in accountability practices. This epistemological position led 

me to employ a case study approach that promotes post-positivistic arguments for 

social science research. My personal choice of Sarvodaya as a case occurred in 

this context, and having easy access justified the choice. The critical engagement 

towards an understanding of how and why NGO accountability is formed, 

practised and transformed was then confined to my theoretical choice – the 

Gramscian theory of hegemony. Consequently, I was concerned about the 

hegemonic transformation, and was convinced how this transformation took 

place in the context of Sarvodaya. This chapter sums up the preceding chapters, 

revisits the research questions, highlights the contribution made by the thesis, 

draws conclusions, and identifies an area for further research.   
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7.2 A Summing Up     

Chapter 2 identified NGOs as civil society organizations with distinctive 

organisational, control and accountability mechanisms. It highlighted that NGOs 

act as development agents, replacing welfare and community development 

activities conducted by the State. Then the chapter pinpointed that the decade of 

the 1980s witnessed a rapid growth in the NGO sector, leading to a situation 

where accountability became an issue. This inspired both researchers and 

development practitioners to examine the magnitude of NGO accountability 

issues. Consequently, since the 1990s NGO accountability research has 

dominated fields of social science research, including development studies and 

accounting. Researchers have identified that NGO accountability is distinctive, as 

NGOs are dealing with non-economic dimensions, multiple accountability 

relationships, and informal mechanisms. The chapter reviewed how both 

development and accounting researchers have addressed these issues and how 

they have identified a vacuum in which to locate research questions concerning 

the dynamics of NGO accountability in the context of hegemonic construction 

and maintenance.  

This led to a review of theoretical frameworks used in accountability 

research. Broadly, the theoretical frameworks of NGO accountability were seen 

from the functional and social perspectives. The former focuses on a formal and 

short-term nature of accountability, manoeuvring upward relationships. The 

researchers within this group tend to examine the issues within the organisational 

context, rather than focusing on the complexities occurring at the interface 

between organisations and society. In contrast, the latter perspective focuses on 

an informal, long-term and multiple characteristic of accountability, which 
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examines the issues stemming from the complex relationship between 

organisations and society. The review undertaken in Chapter Two developed a 

theoretical framework drawing on Gramsci‟s hegemonic theory, which identifies 

the socio-political ramifications of the changing dynamics of NGO 

accountability. This political economy approach provided a useful analytical 

premise to understand the construction of a set of relationships among social 

actors, and its implications for accountability. Central to this theoretical argument 

was the notion of hegemony, an intellectual and moral leadership. It is considered 

from creation and maintenance of hegemony viewpoints. Chapter Two elucidated 

that hegemony is achieved through engineering the „consent‟ of the society while 

establishing an ideology. The establishment of an ideology is seen as an 

educational process which is performed by intellectuals for a long period of time. 

As Gramsci argues, this occurs as a war of position. This theoretical framework, 

thus, illustrates that the process of hegemony is intertwined with the dynamics of 

NGO accountability. 

Chapter 3 demonstrated that the study relies on a subjective ontology and a 

post-positivistic epistemology. The qualitative research approach and the critical 

social theorisation employed in the thesis coincide with these philosophical 

positions. This methodological strategy, committed to exploring contextual 

accounts and their implications on social issues, is both appropriate and 

meaningful. The case study of a Sri Lankan NGO acted as an operational 

platform, offering the opportunity as it offered empirical possibilities for 

identifying the social realities embedded in a specific historical, political and 

socio-cultural context. The data collected helped me to make sense of how 

accountability dynamics operate, in response to the shifts in hegemonic positions 
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– from the formation phase to the maintenance phase. The selection of Sarvodaya 

as a case, and my focus on its Rural Technical Service (SRTS) division (whose 

works involves rural community development activities), and specifically the 

water supply project in Hambantota District and the post-tsunami resettlement 

project in Matara district, was deliberate. I spent six months collecting data, 

employing ethnographic methods–that is semi-structured and open-ended 

interviews, observation, and documentation reviews. This effort produced 68 

interviews with relevant Sarvodaya actors, workers and villagers. The hegemonic 

framework, outlined above, provided the ontological lenses to analyze the data. 

However, selecting, focusing, simplifying, abstracting, and transforming data 

proved useful in organising the data before reaching this analytical stage. Every 

effort was made to maintain the anonymity and confidentiality of the data. 

Chapter 4 provided the background for this methodological and theoretical 

endeavour. It identified Sri Lanka as a less-developed country, with a 

multicultural society, agri-economy, and democratic polity - coupled with a 

Buddhist religion and the legacy of western colonial imperialism. This 

fascinating research context was elaborated by highlighting Sri Lanka‟s 

chronological history, including exploration of the ancient (before 16
th

 century) 

mode of production, based on paddy farming, the imperialist mode of production, 

based on the plantation economy, and the postcolonial mode of production, based 

on development and the expansion of democratic institutions. The chronology 

suggests gradual but profound transformation in political, economic and social 

affairs in the country. This transformation caused for some contemporary social 

and economic crisis for which NGOs and civil society organisations has been put 

forward as one of possible solutions.    
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The 1977 neo-liberal economic policy promoted private sector economic 

development while shrinking the public sector in Sri Lanka. This gave rise to the 

prominence of the third sector provision of welfare and humanitarian services. 

Sarvodaya became leading organization in this sector expanding its activities all 

over the country. It was founded by Dr. A.T. Ariyaratne, a school-teacher, who 

provided the profound moral leadership which enabled Sarvodaya to become one 

of largest national NGOs in SL. It strived to create a new social order wherever 

there was neither poverty nor affluence which could be achieved through 

awakening of all. This study focused on two community development projects 

that Sarvodaya implemented.  

Chapter 5 addressed the question of how and why a particular form of 

accountability emerged and shape in Sarvodaya during its formative hegemonic 

era and answered it in line with the framework developed in Chapter 2. The 

chapter showed that Sarvodaya gradually created its hegemony and delivered 

humanitarian and community development activities. It addressed the rural 

community‟s problems that had not answered by the state since independence. 

Sarvodaya was able to win the consent of the masses in order to secure social 

power through forming a new historical bloc diffusing its ideology. As discussed 

in Chapter 2, the creation of hegemony occurred in a prolonged war of position. 

During this war of position, Sarvodaya employed different, but interrelated 

mechanisms, to create its hegemony–for example, organizing Shramadana 

camps, forming village level organizations, conducting seminars, accessing 

media sources, enrolling influential village people into its membership, and 

establishing relationships with Buddhist monks, the government, and donors.   
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This Sarvodaya‟s hegemonic formation encouraged a particular form of 

accountability. During this period, the governance mechanism in Sarvodaya was 

simple and informal, and based on horizontal relationships and traditional 

cultural institutions. Pre-1980s Sarvodaya had only two organisational levels-the 

central office and the village group. The village structures were powerful, as the 

villagers were empowered to participate in decision-making. Consequently, 

Sarvodaya was able to create its hegemony by delivering downward 

accountability through socialising from of accountability. The core mission of 

Sarvodaya was to be more accountable to the poor and untouchable community 

and, in turn, to gain legitimacy for its dedicated activities. The form of 

accountability which emerged was characterised by its transparency, informality 

and integrity. Sarvodaya‟s development approach was bottom-up, participatory, 

sustainable, and inspired by both spiritual and economic foundations.  This study 

highlights that Sarvodaya adopted a holistic development approach during its 

period of hegemonic creation.   

Chapter 6 examined how this development approach was deconstructed and 

how Sarvodaya‟s accountability transformed, due to the changes which occurred 

in the country‟s social, political and economic landscape. The history of 

Sarvodaya from 1980 was analysed, in order to examine how the NGO tired to 

maintain its hegemony while expanding its development activities. To Gramsci, 

achievement and maintenance of hegemony are of equal importance. Sarvodaya 

achieved its hegemony but gradually faced a hegemonic crisis from the early 

1980s. As Chapter 6 showed, this was because of the massive growth of the 

organization, its controversial relationship with the government, and the 

introduction of neo-liberal economic policies. In order to protect itself Sarvodaya 



 234 

built up a strong and formal alliance with foreign donors–which would ensure the 

continuous flow of funding. It was able to win the consent of the people by 

providing money and implementing island-wide projects-especially through 

SEEDS‟s, a micro-finance programme. At the same time Sarvodaya 

institutionalised a more hierarchical form of governance structures, including 

recruitment of professional executives and the introduction of formal governing 

committees. Thus, Sarvodaya hegemony became one built upon organisational 

and managerial rationalities, encompassing formal structures, procedural 

formalities, and professional bureaucracies-which were all alien to the 

organization. Some practices were imposed on Sarvodaya by donors, ensuring 

their money was spent as agreed, and other practices were adopted by Sarvodaya 

as the organization expanded. The formal organizational structure established a 

top-down hierarchical arrangement, which linked the HQ to village level 

activities and programmes. Regular meetings, a formal vertical reporting culture, 

prioritisation of auditing and internal controls, disclosure of public financial 

reports, and the maintenance of a corporate web page, became the pillars of 

Sarvodaya‟s new upward accountability.   

These formal mechanisms created a gap between villagers and Sarvodaya 

leaders - resulting in unintended and undesirable consequences. This top-down 

approach replaced the bottom-up, participatory approach. Patronage and kin 

relationships, power relationships, party politics and bribery became common-

place during the process of resource allocation in rural areas. Transparency for 

the beneficiaries was diminished and there was no project follow-up evaluation. 

Donor criteria governed the measurement of project performance–meaning 

Sarvodaya community development had swung from a holistic to a more 
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economic approach, which gave less importance to spiritual ethos. Consequently, 

the practice of community development reproduced poverty, making the poor 

poorer. 

 

7.3 Questions Revisited  

The summing up above reveals how a hegemonic analysis of NGO accountability 

was driven by two sets of research questions: (1) Did a process of hegemonic 

formation of NGO give rise to a particular form of accountability?  If so, how did 

this occur and why? (2) Did this accountability form, transform while 

maintaining hegemony? If so, how did this happen and why? In the manoeuvring 

of my analysis into a forum where future debates would take place and 

subsequent research and policy would develop, it would be worth revisiting these 

questions.  At the outset, it must be emphasised that these questions were 

answered not to reveal the possibilities of NGO accountability in the context of 

neo liberal economic and political agenda. Rather, the answers were explored to 

elaborate the operation of an NGO‟s hegemony in relation to its political 

counterpart and to identify the dynamics of accountability in such operation.  

 The first set of questions explored the creation of an NGO‟s hegemony in its 

socio-economic and historical context. The answers benefited from Chapter 4 

where I elaborated the context in which Sarvodaya emerged and developed. It 

was clear that traditional peasant society, Buddhist culture, agrarian economy and 

post-colonial economic and political agenda fabricated a context that demanded 

social and economic welfare on the part of the mass society. As the post-colonial 

economic and political agenda was at an embryonic stage, despite the efforts 

towards developing the institutions such as Western democracy and capitalist 
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economic systems, there was a vacuum for the civil society organizations. It was 

also clear that Sarvodaya leader, who exploited this vacuum, emerged in this 

context, along with his charismatic leadership characters. His voice was echoed 

by his emphasis on Buddhist teachings and by his promotion of peasant cultural 

institutions. As Chapter 5 showed, this historical moment was characterised by a 

war of a position which Sarvodaya leader acted upon. He proceeded as 

elaborated in Chapter 5, to deploy social mechanisms such as Shramadana and 

relationship with Buddhist temples, forming village level social groups etc. As 

the society was as such, these mechanisms were effective in winning the consent 

of the mass. Sarvodaya leader then became hegemonic in that it was he who 

organised people, developed a particular “development” ideology in people, and 

led an alternative “state”. What was found here answering to my first set of 

questions; the hegemony so developed gave rise to a particular social form of 

accountability by which accountability was generated from within the very social 

and economic context and by which accountability was delivered through social 

mechanisms rather than through mechanistic forms such as organisational 

hierarchy and modern management and accounting principles. Neither 

development nor accounting literature did tell us such a contextual story of 

hegemony creation that resembled a social form of accountability. This was the 

story that was unfolded up until the 1980s. 

 The story from the 1980s provided me with answers to the second set of 

questions. As Chapter 4 outlined, this was the era where neo liberal economic 

agenda was promoted, embryonic political state moved into a maturity and 

NGOs‟ operations were valued through global governance initiatives. This was 

also the era where Sarvodaya‟s activities were proliferated into an unprecedented 
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scale and its management and accountability mechanisms shifted from its social 

formation to a hierarchical formation. As Chapter 6 elaborated, now, Sarvodaya‟s 

previous war of position was faded away into the changing socio-economic and 

political ramifications leading Sarvodaya to a hegemonic crisis. The subsequent 

dilemma was the maintenance of Sarvodaya‟s hegemony while exploiting new 

opportunities created by the hierarchical form developed through global financial 

supports. What I then found was a double agency role: to appreciate emerging 

hierarchical form, Sarvodaya was naturally inclined to admire a functional form 

of accountability; to maintain Sarvodaya‟s hegemony, they continued celebrating 

certain village rituals through their development projects, at least by “giving 

talks” and “promising accountability” which are to be delivered. By means of 

“project reports” which were translated into formal reporting languages, all social 

mechanisms embedded in the social form of accountability were now turned into 

a functional and mechanistic form decorated with numerous accounting, 

accountability and management jargons. As Sarvodaya was still eager to maintain 

its previously established hegemony, they did not afford to pursue their newly 

emerged functional form of accountability as their sole delivery mechanism. 

Instead, they pursued the above double agency role as a strategy to maintain 

hegemony while being accustomed to the upsurge of development functionalism. 

Having seen this change that occurred through socio-economic and political 

ramifications, I was convinced enough to answer my second set of questions.  

 The questions were thus answered; Gramscian theory of hegemony was 

employed; analyses were carried out; and an understanding was developed as to 

how a transformation of accountability took place within two historical moments. 

As the extent of this elaboration and the gravity of this transformation were 
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absent in NGO accountability literature, exploring these both sets of questions 

and attempting at answering them through theoretically inspired and empirically 

rich details marks an original academic endeavour.    

    

7.4 Hegemony and the Social Form of Accountability  

As explained in Chapter 4, Sarvodaya was founded to address the issues of 

under-privileged villagers that were neglected by both the UNP and MEP 

governments. Its community development and humanitarian activities, and the 

ideology it established, led Sarvodaya to win the consent of the masses and to 

achieve hegemony in civil society, as the largest national NGO. To Gramsci, this 

occurs through a prolonged war of position that forms a historical bloc and 

mobilizes the masses to embrace a particular ideology. Sarvodaya strove, through 

this process, to establish its ideology, by revitalising indigenous social 

institutions embedded in the peasant Buddhist culture. Shramadana camps, 

seminars, and relationships with villagers, Buddhist clergy, and elites, enabled 

Sarvodaya to establish its intellectual and moral leadership in civil society. To 

this end, the Shramadana camps were particularly useful.   

In the Shramadana camps, the Sarvodaya leaders, activists and villagers 

worked together on planning, implementation and evaluation. The Sarvodaya 

leaders went to villages to discuss problems, and to agree and implement 

solutions collaboratively. The entire process bonded villages and Sarvodaya 

together. At the end of each day of a Shramadana camp, all the participants 

evaluated the progress of the day work and made suggestion for changes. In 

addition, cultural and religious events take place. This collective event was 

known as family gathering. The context thus did not configure into a specific 
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accountability form that keeps Sarvodaya separates from the community. Instead, 

collaborative action constituted a social form of accountability. In this approach 

all the participants, including the Sarvodaya leaders, felt that they were members 

of one family. It informed that the attempts at creating hegemony resonate with 

the social form of accountability. This interrelationship between hegemony and 

the socialising form of NGO accountability was overlooked by the accountability 

literature I reviewed in Chapter 2.  

This leads to an important conclusion. This form of NGO accountability is 

governed by social, cultural, and political institutions, which determine a 

particular practice of accountability at mundane level. When an organisation‟s 

attempt to retain its hegemonic position becomes intermingled with these 

practices of NGO accountability in turn, no social challenges present against such 

practices. Consequently, this social form of NGO accountability becomes 

institutionalised and unquestioned, and, in turn, hegemonic leadership becomes 

well-established.  

However, researchers of NGO accountability maintain that accountability 

and the context in which it is practiced are separate social institutions–the interest 

is in exploring the interplay between the two. Roberts‟ (1996) conceptualisation 

of social accountability is based on a formal organisational set up, characterised 

by hierarchical properties, and interaction between the formal and the informal 

events. My study refutes this. The accountability practice that develops in a 

hegemonic context it manifests hegemony rather than the opposite. It is not 

possible to determine to what constitutes accountability without attempting to 

explore the dynamics of hegemony. The prevailing dichotomy of upward versus 

downward accountability (Edwards and Hulme, 1995) sheds little light on 
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dissecting this ontological reality either. Instead, such literature preserves a 

partial functional ontology by separating NGO‟s mundane existence from their 

global presence. This admires global financial hegemonies powered financial 

while preserving a market for NGO‟s existence. Based on an examination of how 

Sarvodaya emerged from a particular socio-economic context, the present study 

defines hegemony as a theoretical strategy, which can be used to determine how 

accountability and hegemony operate together, and how this combination 

stimulates social and economic development at community level. This 

demonstrates the analytical ability of a political economy approach that 

articulates a holistic view of NGO accountability, in order to identify its 

formation, practice and transformation in a specific socio, political and economic 

context.  

What concludes here is that one could seek an improved answer to the 

question of how a social form of accountability in NGOs emerges and develops 

by theorising NGO accountability from a hegemonic perspective. If a particular 

war of position was nurtured, within the context of a specific socio-economic and 

political environment and ideological leadership, would gain opportunities in that 

context, initiate development projects and gain adequate consent to challenge the 

prevailing political hegemony. The result would be that civil society agencies 

would be accountable to themselves by adhering to the delivery of certain 

development missions through their engagements and endurances. This situation 

would reflect a social from of accountability, which cannot be dissected into 

upward or downward routes of responsibility. Rather, it is inherently social.            
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7.5 Hegemonic Crisis and Accountability Transformation  

But this determination, above, account conclude this thesis, as social institutions 

are not inherently static. As Chapter 6 illustrated, there were certain dynamics 

that led me to draw an associated conclusion. It is based on the argument that, as 

long as hegemony and the social form of accountability operate alongside each 

other, a hegemonic crisis will ensue that breaks down the social form of 

accountability. Post-1980, Sarvodaya experienced a hegemonic crisis due its 

expansion, its controversial relationship with the government, and the impact of 

the new neo-liberal economic policies in the late 1970s.  

As explained in chapter 6, as a final attempt to resolve this crisis, Sarvodaya 

sought foreign donors‟ financing for its increasing number of operations all over 

the country.  Sarvodaya pursued a policy of ensuring the consent of the people 

through continuing its services while addressing the changes, outlined above. 

Sarvodaya mobilized the rural community by providing material incentives, 

rather than maintaining its established ideological engagement. Consequently, 

donor interest became more powerful and important than the views of people in 

the rural communities. Sarvodaya began to adopt formal organizational 

characteristics by introducing hierarchical structures, suitable management 

control practices, and accounting and auditing procedures. This led Sarvodaya to 

deviate from its original mission, ideology, and community engagement 

approach.  As consequence, there was a vacuum between Sarvodaya and the rural 

community. Sarvodaya leaders hardly ever visited development projects, value-

driven motivation was replaced by market-driven inspiration, and the social from 

of accountability was replaced by functional accountability. The functional form 

focussed on upward accountability, through formal accounting reports.   The 
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donor-Sarvodaya relationship became a principle-agent relationship, based on 

resource dependency and business goals. This was a considerable change for 

Sarvodaya. Pre-1980s people considered Sarvodaya meant us, afterwards they 

said “…there is no Sarvodaya, now it is a bank”.  

As Chapter 6 illustrated, this transformation produced unintended 

consequences. Top-down hierarchical decision-making replaced the practice of 

participatory decision-making that involved the community. The formal, 

functional upward accountability mechanisms in Sarvodaya became 

dysfunctional. Donors and official aid agencies demanded good governance, 

practices through democratic decision-making with enhanced transparency and 

accountability. Sarvodaya began conducting regular meetings to discuss issues in 

the context of formal accountability mechanisms–which adhered to commands 

which flowed down from the top. The new reporting mechanism captured only 

how money was received, how it was spent on, and whether deadlines were met. 

But physical performance, recorded in project reports, does not reveal how the 

community benefits from the project. Sarvodaya became accustomed to 

delivering functional accountability and ensuring continuous future funding, 

rather than community development based on Sarvodaya‟s original principles.  

 It can be concluded that hegemonic crisis drives the transformation of form 

of NGO accountability from the social to the functional. Hegemonic crisis is 

influenced by paradoxical procedures and processes, and re-enforced by 

management control mechanisms, accountancy-based reporting, and auditing 

technologies. It is paradoxical in the sense that, on the one hand, Sarvodaya 

sought the existence of a large organisation with donor funding, in order to 

maintain its hegemony in the community development field, while, on the other 
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hand, the organisation could not survive in the context of neo-liberal economics 

without being commercial and professional. It is this paradoxical position of 

social vs. commercial that forced Sarvodaya to transform its accountability from 

a social approach to a functional one. Literature on accountability has only begun 

to deal with this paradoxical issue (O‟Dwyer and Unerman, 2008) but there is 

little reference to how accountability changes connect with the historical 

evolution of an organisation from a war of position to a hegemonic crisis.  It is 

the hegemonic perspective, which provides with the ontological and 

epistemological possibilities for revealing these dynamics of accountability. This 

study attempts to inspire this line of inquiry.                 

 

7.6 Implications for Community Development  

Sarvodaya employed a holistic development approach during the practice of the 

socialising form of accountability. Development was viewed as an awakening 

process for village people. It was a balanced approach that combined spiritual 

development with materialistic development. The cultural and religious 

components of development ensured a prominence for community spirituality, 

providing a value-based approach to development.  This kind of approach can 

demolish man-made barriers to interaction, such as cast, class, race, and religion, 

and empower and offer the opportunity for sharing resources, labour and 

knowledge. Consequently, economic development is sustained by social 

empowerment; making development a holistic and transformative process.  

However, post-1980, there was a dramatic change in this holistic approach 

to development. The donors encouraged Sarvodaya to embark on profitable 

projects and to develop business-like relationships with themselves-development 
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was seen as a business. This led Sarvodaya to establish SEEDS, its major profit-

making enterprise, and to organise profit-making, micro-financed projects, as 

opposed to its traditional activities, in villages. Sarvodaya maintained its spiritual 

approach to development, in order to retain some legitimacy, by proposing three 

main development components - namely, social empowerment, technological 

empowerment and economic empowerment. Nevertheless, after 1980s, 

Sarvodaya was more inclined to pursue economically empowering programmes, 

by adopting a top-down development approach. Resources flowed into villages 

through hierarchical channels, while district centres mediated between 

Sarodaya‟s senior management and the villages. But, as the data implies, this top-

down approach proved counter-productive for NGOs operating in economically 

under-developed, politically and socially weak civil societies like Sri Lanka. 

Chapter 6 explored numerous unintended consequences of this approach. 

Patronage politics and a lack of transparency caused much frustration in the 

villages and the poor become poorer, rather than benefiting from the alleviation 

of rural poverty.  

 

7.7 Limitations and Implications for Future Research  

The analysis provided above was not without methodological limitations. As 

described in Chapter 3, the data was collected with a view to seeking what has 

been happening in Sarvodaya in relation to its accountability practices reflected 

in the two community development projects and in its head office.  The analysis 

was carried out based on the evidence presented in documentation, observations 

and the opinions expressed by interviewees. The data was also validated through 

my methodological triangulations, i.e. through handling cross-checks across 
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multiples sources above. However, little chance was available for receiving 

authoritative comments on the part of Sarvodaya leadership. On this very point, 

one would argue that this presents a methodological limitation as my “critical” 

perspective would be regarded as a way of “criticising” the leadership and 

associated ideologies and practices. Though I did not intend to do so, it would be 

ideal if I had a chance to send my thesis to the leadership and to validate data and 

findings while engaging some constructive dialogues. As I justified in Chapter 3, 

my continuous engagement through future research endeavour, I hope to rectify 

this limitation.  

This study suggests further research in several areas. First, hegemonic 

analysis could be viewed from Gramsci‟s false consciousness perspective 

(Gramsci, 1971). Gramsci explains that a political party or a hegemonic group 

could create a false consciousness in society in order to achieve its hegemonic 

position. Sarvodaya created its hegemony through public consent, while 

establishing its ideology throughout the Sri Lankan society where political parties 

created consciousness over the society justifying their political, social and 

economic policies. One could revisit the role of Sarvodaya and address the 

question whether or not it operated towards developing a status of false 

consciousness.   

As an extension to this study, another piece of research could focus on 

paradoxes of accountability. As we saw, Sarvodaya is now a large organisation 

employing modern management principles and underlying control mechanisms. 

One could see that this development resembles a complete private sector model 

of management control and accountability. However, it is interesting to examine 

what paradoxes embedded in this development as Sarvodaya is still fabricated 
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under the ethos of NGOs. O‟Dwyer and Unerman‟s (2008) attempt at discussing 

such paradoxes in a different international NGO will be a point of departure.  

Finally, it would be fascinating to view how hegemonic transformation 

occurs in other developing countries and to analyse if there are different 

dynamics of NGO accountability there. A comparative analysis can be 

undertaken selecting another hegemonic NGOs operating in a developing 

country. One focus could be on the nature of governments and the faith of 

democracy therein. As we saw, Sri Lankan post-independent governments 

evolved under the shadow of somewhat rich democratic institutions. The dramas 

of hegemonic developments took place in response to such governments. One 

could compare this evolution with another developing country where 

governments evolved through less democratic institutions due to their political 

instabilities. The question then remains is whether or not hegemonic development 

through NGOs occurs differently.  
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Appendix 1: Characteristics of Accountability Mechanisms  
 

Accountability 
mechanisms ( tools 

and processes) 

Accountability to whom  
(up-ward, downward, to self) 

Inducement  
(Internal or external) 

Organizational response 
(Functional or strategic) 

Disclosures / reports 
(tool) 

-Upwards to funders and 
oversight agencies 

-Downward (to a lesser 
degree) to clients or 

members who read the 

reports 

-Legal requirement 
-Tax status  

-Funding requirements 
(external threat of loss 

of funding or tax 

status) 

-Primarily functional, with 
a focus on short term 

results 

Performance 

assessment and 

evaluation (tool) 

-Upwards to funders 

-Significant potential for 

down ward from NGOs to 
communities and from 

funders to NGOs  

-Funding requirements 

(external) 

-Potential to become a 
learning tool ( internal) 

Primarily functional at 

present, with possibilities 

for longer term strategic 
assessments 

Participation 
(process)  

-Downward from NGOs to 
clients and community 

-Internally to NGOs 
themselves 

-Significant potential for 
downward from funders to 

NGOs 

-Organizational values 
(internal) 

-Funding requirements 
(external) 

-Primarily functional if 
participation is limited to 

consultation and 
implementation 

-Strategic if it involves 
increasing bargaining 

power of clients vis-à-vis 

NGOs and NGOs vis-à-vis 
funders   

Self-regulation 

(process) 

-To NGOs themselves, as a 

sector 
-Potentiality to clients and 

donors 

-Erosion of public 

confidence due to 
scandals and 

exaggeration of 
accomplishment  

(external loss of funds;  
internal loss of 

reputation) 

-Strategic in that it 

concerns long- term 
change involving codes of 

conduct 

Social auditing 
 ( tool and process)  

-To NGOs themselves (by 
linking values to strategy and 

performance) 

-Downward and upward to 
stakeholders 

-Erosion of public 
confidence ( external) 

-valuation of social, 

environment, and 
ethical performance on 

par with economic 
performance (internal) 

- Functional to the extent 
it affects the behaviour of 

a single organization 

-Strategic to the extent it 
affects NGO-stakeholder 

interaction, promotes 
longer- term planning, 

and becomes adopted 
sector-wide  

 

 

Source; Ebrahim,2003b, p.825 
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Apendix 2: Shramadana Camp at Kanatoluwa 

 
Kanatoluwa was an economically and politically backward and socially marginalized 

village in the Kurunegala District. There were forty poor families in this village. The 

people in the village called “Rodiyas” who belonged to the lowest caste according to the 

caste hierarchy in Sri Lanka. They were one of the worst communities in Sri Lanka at that 

time. Because of their caste Kanatoluwa people had been excluded from the rest of the 

society. They were not allowed to cover the upper parts of their body, have a choice for 

vocation and to enjoy with other basic rights in social, economic and political spheres. 

Mostly, they have lived as beggars and had no any kind of relationship with adjoining 

village- people. They lived in huts without having drinking- water well or latrine. 67 

children age in between 5-14 had not received education even though they were in the 

group of compulsory school education. They were not allowed to enter to the local level 

Saloon. Malnutrition and disease were common in this village. Clergy refused their alms 

and denied to provide the religious services.  

 

Student league Nalanda College under the leadership of Ariyaratne selected this village 

for a Shramadana camp with the support of Rural Development Department. Nalanda 

Shramadana workers prepared for this Shramadana camp for three months. They were 

psychologically prepared specially to tolerate caste barrier. They watched films on 

Shramadana activities in India and listened to the speeches made by Vinoba Bhave. 

During this preparation period, basic socio economic survey was done in the village and, 

then activities planned with the help of villagers.  

 

In the Shramadana camp,  the participants had involved in various activities such as 

digging of drinking- water well, clearing and cutting a roads, constructing Latrines, 

clearing home gardens, planting various crops, providing necessary materials (including 

furniture, cloths, books),  giving  hair- cuts for children and adults, helping and caring of 

disabled persons. They inaugurated formal educational programmes, organized literacy 

classes for adults, singing and dancing classes.  They established a place for religious 

activities. In addition, they had involved in knowledge enhancement programmes and 

discussions on health care, rural development, cottage industry etc. Despite the high level 

social status of out side participants, they have associated with the village people in a 

friendly and corporative manner. They have had their meals together with villagers and 

worked sharing their labour for the common good of the community. The adjoining 

villagers had a shocking experience of seeing men, women, children and teachers who 

supposed to be from higher stratum of society living and sharing with the so called 

outcastes.  

 

Apart from Nalanda children, about hundred students from Kuliyapitiya Centrel College, 

(a leading school in the area) teachers, officers from Rural Development Departments and 

other departments, boy scouts, trainees at Maharagama Teachers‟ Training College, and 

educational officers participated in every activity to make the event a success. In addition, 

some people representing different social groups and philanthropists in the area have 

assisted in this Shramadana activity in different ways. Buddhist Bhikkus, wife of then 

Prime Minister, the Parliament Member of the area have attended the opening ceremony 

of this event.  Mrs Bandaranaike made an entry in the camp log book, „….we hope all 

other schools will follow this example and come forward to help in the development of 

our backward villagers‟ (Collected works, vol.1; Liyanage, 1988, Rathnapala, 1979) 
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Apendix 3: General background of Hambantota and Matara 

 
 Hambantota district Matara district  

Area 2593squire Km 1283Squire Km 

Divisional secretariats 12 16 

Population density  211 (per squire Km) 600 (per squire Km) 

Population 

Gender 
Ethnicity- Sinhalese 

                 Sri Lankan Tamils 
                 Indian Tamils 

                 Moors 

                 Others  
Religion – Buddhist     

                  Hindu 
                  Islam 

                 Roman Catholic 

                 Other Christian    
 

Sector- Rural  
             Urban 

              Estate 

526414 

F 263217   M 263197 
510965 

    1869 
      424 

    5646 

7510 (includes 7255 Malay) 
96.9% 

0.3% 
2.5% 

0.2% 

0.2% 
 

95.6 
4.1 

0.3 

761370 

F 392123         M 369247 
   716974 

       5161 
     16672 

     22133 

         430 
94.1 

2.3 
3.0 

0.4 

0.3 
 

88.9 
8.5 

2.7 

No. of householders  
Rural  

Urban 
Estate 

128008 
123398 

4523 
87 

177613 
159718 

13176 
4719 

Poor households 27.8% 23.2% 

Toilet usage;  
Hygienic toilets  

Not hygienic toilets  

Not using toilets  

 
74255(58.0) 

50885(39.8) 

2868(2.2) 

 
142459 (80.2) 

33154( 18.7) 

2000(1.1) 

Drinking water;  

Pipe-born water for drinking 
Safe drinking water  

 

42704(33.4) 
106758(83.4) 

 

49703(28.0) 
137502(77.4) 

Households using electricity 

 

62187(48.6) 127062(71.5) 

Unemployment Total  10.8%   F 17.4%   M 8.4% Total  8.2%   F 10.8%   M 7.1% 

Paddy cultivation 

Tea  

Rubber 
Coconut  

63196 ( Acres) 

1088(Acres) 

175(Acres) 
20733(ha) 

39960(Acres) 

58573(Acres) 

9219(Acres) 
14398(ha) 

Censes and statistics Department, coconut Research Industry2001/2002   
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Apendix 4: General Background of Siriyagama and Suduwella Grama Seva 

Divisions (GSD) 

 
 Siriyagama Grama Seva division Suduwella Grama Seva division 

The population   

 
 

 
 

 

Households 
 

 
Houses 

 
 

 

 
Toilets 

1374     F 703   M 671 

 
Sinhalese  1374    Buddhist 1374 

Muslims    -           Islam - 
Tamil        -          Hindu - 

Other         -          Other - 

 
302 ( houses 283) 

 
Permanent        199 

Semi permanent 12  
Temporary          72 

  

 
Water shield  197 families, 

 other 05 

1291  All Buddhist 

 
 

 
 

 

375    Fishing 100% 
          Agriculture 0% 

 
Fully damage 52         (during 

tsunami) 
Partly damaged un-usable 25  ” 

Partly damaged usable 92       ” 

No damage 96                         ” 
 

Water shield 201 
Other 44 

No toilets 20 

Employment Areas Government33, semi government 
25,  

private 30, self employment 57,  

 other 212- Agriculture,  and  
unskilled labour 

fishing, private and 
government sectors, 

and self employment 

 

Subsidy and donations Samurdhi subsidy recipients 160, 
Public donation recipients 33 

Samurdhi recipients  236 (families) 
63% 

Education   Grade   P.S     50 

             1-9     196 
            10-11   41 

             12-13  18 

Grade 1-13 341 

            PS   82 

Community  
Development 

organizations 

 farmers organizations,  
women organizations,  

village development societies 
INGOs, NGOs and CBOs , 

Fisheries organizations  
women organizations 

village development societies 
NGOs and CBOs ,  

 

Water  Tap water  for174 houses, well 21 
Rain water tank 15 

Tap water only 

resources Land, sand, live stocks  

 

Small lagoons, fishing harbour , beach 

Special features  Archeological sites Completely fishing village  
 

Source; Dikwella divisional secretariat, statistic book, 2006 
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Tank built above the ground level 

Tank built on the ground level 

Tank built below the ground level 

Appendix 5: Three types of water tanks 
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Apendix 6: Ranking of Most Active Organization types, by Form of relief 

 
Type of relief Rank1  Rank2 

Drinking water Local NGOs Gove. and Int’l NGOs 

Cooked food Government Local NGOs, Int’l NGOs 

Dry ration Individuals Government 

Clothes Individuals Local NGOs 

Toiletries Local NGOs Int’l NGOs 

Medical supply and medical care Local NGOs Government 

Utensils, stove, fuel Local NGOs Int’l NGOs 

Bedding and bed sheets Local NGOs Int’l NGOs 

Materials for make shift shelter Local NGOs Int’l NGOs 

Milk and infant food Local NGOs Individual  

Overall  Local NGOs Int’l NGOs 
Source; Survey of affected families in India and Sri Lanka 

Copyright ©2005 Fritz Institute   www.fritzinstitute.org 
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Appendix 7: Organizations Cited as Delivery effective relief (by type) 

 
Type of 

 relief  

Government Int‟l NGOs 

& 

Org. 

Local  

NGOs 

Private  

Org.  

Religious  

Org.  

Political 

parties 

Drinking  

water 

 

 

 

-Water supply 

 board  

-Municipal  

council 

-UNICEF 

-CARE 
-sarvodaya -HNB 

-Lord Starcompany 

-Gold Company 

-Minor fishing  

association  

 

-Catholic  

Church 

-Muslim Org. 

-salvation  

  army 

-JVP 

-EPDP 

 

Cooked  

food 

 

 

-police 

-AGAs office 

- Malay  

association 

-Metla  society -Prithi Motors 

-sri Lanka cricket  

board  

-MSCD Capetco. 

-Temple 

-Catholic  

Church 

 

-JVP 

Dry Ration 

 

 

 

-AGAs office 

- Grama sevaka 

 -Sarvodaya 

-Metla society 

-Sanasa public  

development 

-Shakthi TV 

-Sirasa Media 

Network 

-American  

Mission 

-Salvation  

army 

-JVP 

 

clothes 

 

-AGAs office 

 

-OXFAM 

-CARE 
-Sarvodaya 

-Metla Society 

-sirssa Relief 

Yathra 

-World Vision 

-Shakthi TV 

-Unichela Garment 

 

-Temple 

-Zion Church 

JVP 

Toiletries -AGAs office 

- Grama sevaka 

-Red Cross -Sanasa public  

Development 

-Sarvodaya 

-Metla society 

-sirasa relief 

Yathra 

-World Vision 

-Shakthi TV -Zion Church 

-Calvary 

Church 

-Catholic  

association 

-JVP 

-LTTE 

Medical  

suplies and 

 medical 

care 

- Gove. 

hospital 

- Malay  

association 

-Sanasa Public  

Development 

-Metla society 

-Sarvodaya 

-Canada/USA 

Doctors 

-Lions club 

-Apollo hospital 

-Catholic  

Church 

-Thailand 

Buddhist 

-JVP 

Utensil, 

stove and  

Fuel 

-AGAs office 

- Grama sevaka 

-Save the  

Children 

-Sanasa Public  

Development 

-Metla Society 

 

-Impact 

-Shakthi TV 

-Lord star company 

-Apollo hospital 

-Hindu  

Manatra 

-Zion Church 

-Calvary  

Church 

-EPDP 

Bedding 

 and  

bed sheets 

-AGAs office 

- Grama sevaka 

-Taiwan  

Gove. 
-Sarvodaya 

-Metla society 

-Sanasa public 

Development 

-sirasa Relief 

yathra 

-Shakthi TV 

-Lord star company 

-Arpico 

-Apollo hospital 

-Temple 

-Zion Church 

-Catholic  

Church 

 

-JVP 

-EPDP 

Materials  

for make 

 shift 

shelter 

-AGAs office 

- Grama sevaka 

-Korean  

Org.  

-UNICEF 

-Red Cross 

-sanasa public 

Development 

-MetlaSociety 

-IOM 

-Lord star company 

-SriLanka cricket 

 Board 

-Calvary  

Church 

-catholic 

Church 

-Taiwan  

Buddhist 

-JVP 

Milk and  

Infant food 

-AGAs office 

- Grama sevaka 

-Korean 

Org.  
-Sarvodaya 

-world vision 

-Metla Society 

-Shakthi TV -Temple 

-Zion church 

-Calvary 

church 

-JVP 

Source; Survey of affected families in India and Sri Lanka 

Copyright ©2005 Fritz Institute   www.fritzinstitute.org 
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Specific Sub-Groups for 

various development projects 

-nutrition care 

-health care 

-education for mental well-being and sociability  

-formal education 

-training for practical skills, organizational abilities                                    

and community service 

- Education for Sarvodaya development and social 

change in the psycho-social and physical infrastructure 

-training for leadership and know-how to motivate        

peoples participation   

-acquisition of basic knowledge of socio-economic         

planning, rural production and cooperative based on 

social justice.  

-training in child care 

-moral development and spiritual initiation 

-family welfare  

-home economics and home crafts  

 

Pre-School Group  

(Singithi Hamuwa)  

0-6 years. 

Mothers Group  

(Mau Haula) 

Village Re-awakening 

Council 

(Gramodaya Mandalaya) 

Farmers group 

( pawul hamuwa) 

Children‟s Group  

(Singithi Haula)  

7-16 years 

Youth Group 

(Yowoun Haula)  

16 years and above 

-cooperation for the unity, freedom, prosperity and 

socio-cultural identity of the village 

 

Appendix 8: Sarvodaya Village: Groups and their Functions 
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Appendix 9:   
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Appendix 10: 

 

 
 

 

 

 Kantowsky, 1980, p.54 

 


