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Disclaimer

* | want to start with declaring my full solidarity with the people of Gaza
and declare my position against all forms of colonial invasion.

* | want to recognize my privileged position, through which | always
question my worthiness to speak on this topic and about/for people

* | am not disputing the positive impacts of development; rather, | aim to
highlight the nuanced reality at practice (micro) level that may help us
shape development practice better.

* As a student of decolonial/postcolonial scholarship and praxis, |
believe it is essential to create space for discussing things that
discomfort us. This is where reparation begins.




Who am | talking about?

Less Privileged

Concentration of the Research



Background

* Development as liberation that allows people to win over oppression,
subjugation, stagnation and precarious dependency (Goulet, 1979).

* Even in Capability Approach or HDA (freedom to flourish and choose a life that
we value) is conditional to such liberation.

* This might be why NGOs during the 70s-80s were much influenced by Paolo
Freire

* Freire constantly talked about breaking the structures of oppression using the
knowledge and experiences of the oppressed (Hulme, 1994; Mitlin et al., 2007).

* Participatory/Bottom-up approaches emerged as mantra to empower people.

* “For, more often than not, people are asked or dragged into partaking in

operations of no interest to them, in the very name of participation.” (Rahnema,
1992: 127)

Al Generated

* Not allowed to negotiate meaning and scope of development rather “their
knowledge is subjugated, disqualified” (Sondarjee, 2023: 335)



NGOs in Bangladesh

* 200 years under British colony and almost 25 years under Pakistan rule.
* Post-war massive damage made an obvious call of a third sector for nation building.

* We saw emergence of major NGOs like BRAC, Proshika, GSS, Nijera Kori and others:
* Deeplyinspired by Freirean approach (Hashemi & Hassan 1999; Lewis, 2017)
* Forexample, Freire was bedtime reading for Sir Fazle Hasan Abed (Smillie, 2009).
* Initially targeted conscientizing people through community building, grassroot mobilisation and so on.

* Fast growth and deep penetration of NGOs almost everywhere raised a big concern around
rewriting the “social contract”, weakening role of the state (Edwards & Hulme, 1996; Haque, 2022).

* NGOs started to be seen as threats and faced hard measures by state (Hashemi & Hassan, 1999)

* A compromised model through which donors are appeased and the state does not feel
threatened (Mazzer Barroso, 2002: 11)

* Shift from conscientization to an apolitical approach (Ahmed 2002).



NGOs in Bangladesh

To ensure the survival NGO leaders:

* ‘never questioned the capitalist mode of production ....created a system that was
carefully and deliberately politically unengaged..wanted to alleviate poverty
without agitating and transforming the power structure.” (Fateh, 2022)

Over emphasis on poverty (than oppressive structure) pushed the NGOs to
subscribe to a neoliberal development agenda/model

So ‘oppressor’ now started to be seen as ‘poor’ and ‘dialogue’ is replaced
to ‘group talk/community meeting’

Started to produce clients, make poverty tolerable (Murshid, 2020)

What is the current state of practice? How are the marginalised targeted in
development practice? How do they respond to development?

Bangladesh still being a vibrant hub of development organisations makes it
an ideal case to explore these questions.

A Freirian lens may yield possibilities to achieve social and political mission of
development with legitimacy and validation of the people development serve.



False Generosity

»

 “false generosity”, a mechanism used by the oppressors (or the powerful) “to preserve an unjust
order which enables them to continue their exploitation of the powerless (Freire, 1970/2000: 146).

»

* “unjust social order is the foundation of this ‘generosity, nourished by death, despair, and poverty.
(Freire, 1970/2000: 44).

* False generosity
* Nourished by ‘false charity’. (Freire, 1970/2000: 44)
* is practiced to “maintain the oppressed in a situation of dependency” (Renkert, 2022: 2)
* targets the symptoms of an unjust society, not root causes, so ‘false generosity’ for a false agenda
* Makes the oppressor ‘feels good’

. “False(fenerosity" does not imply an absence of tangible benefits—indeed, such interventions
can and may often result in life-saving/changing outcomes.

* ltis false because it maintains reliance of the oppressed on the oppressor and allies with oppressors

* Unwilling to truly dismantle the exploitative systems because it benefits them thereby make effort to
sustain the system

 With “false generosity” the oppressor “buy” peace for themselves

* The opﬁressors, who oppress, exploit, and rape by virtue of their power, cannot find in this power the
strength to liberate either the oppressed or themselves.(Freire,1970/2000 : 44)



False Generosity and False Leadership

* False generosity remain functional through creating false leaders among the oppressed

* “..the oppressed instead of striving for liberation, tend themselves to become oppressors, or
sub -oppressors. "Their |deal is to be men; but for them to be men is to be oppressors. This is
their model of humanity.”

* “the oppressed feel an irresistible attraction towards the oppressors and their way of life....the
oppressed want at any cost to resemble the oppressors, to imitate them, to follow them.” (p-60).

* Freire used Albert Memmi’s notion of "colonized mentality," a "passionate" attraction towards the
oppressor. (P.62

* This effect remains in the so-called "leadership training courses,” which are (although carried out
without any such intention.

As soon as they complete the course and return to the community with resources they did
not formerly possess, they either use these resources to control the submerged and
dominated consciousness of their comrades, or they become strangers in their own

communities ... tend to continue man/pulat/ng the community, but in a more efficient
manner (142- 143)

* "false generosity" a valuable analytical tool” to examine development practices (Renkert, 2023).



Methods
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Key Findings

* Marginalised people claimed their marginal position remained
same over time and in some cases even intensified

”Show me one single person whose life has transformed engaging with a NGO”

* NGOs create a condition of:
* Expectation for future gains
* Savings and lendings as mechanism to keep them on hold
* Symbolic power that makes people feel they should be attached to

* For frontline field officers: Each time a new project comes, instead
of building on what we have done, we start from scratch.



Key Findings

* NGOs in the name of supporting the marginalized, subscribe to
and perpetuate existing oppressive power structures.

* Routinely engage with local elites & political leaders to smoothen
operation than challenging status quo and oppressive power dynamics

* Create structures thatis inherently oppressive

* False representation of local concerns just because funding is
flowing in that direction

* Less prioritised concerns being handled where real concerns are
often overlooked

* | have been made volunteer of a climate related disaster committee
although our area doesn’t have such concern.



Key Findings

* Leaders control voices, decides whose voices they will allow us to be heard

 As soon as someone’s remark goes against the interest of the leaders, they tend to
stop them by:
. S (oTE 2301 BF® SIS (The guest didn’t come here to listen to this)
« 8 IANE aAFG6I NTOIT (He is actually a matal)

* Leader as someone who is inherently seen as oppressor

* Premature exit
* We do not know where to go (patronized dependency)
* They left us in the middle of nowhere

* Clearly people preferred organisations that can support to elevate their dignity than
those who offer assets, cash, credits, lending, savings...

a9 I, 391 A, IFFF ARN@E AT (FS G
(So and so come and go but nobody stands with us)
* Disclaimer: there are good example though but...




We do not see life in its entirety...
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We do not have the rest of the story...




JUNE 11, 2025 IN AMSTERDAM

Co-founder Humanitix

. . . ) . ALEX AMOUYEL
To bring ethics and capitalism into alliance CEO Newman's Own Foundation

ASIF SALEH

CEO BRAC

BAS VAN DER VELDT

CEO Afas Software

Inviting a carnivore opening a vegan restaurant
JACINTHA BRAS

Director AIM Founding to Give

MELANIE RIEBACK

Co-founder & CEO of Radically Open Security

SIVON GRIFFITHS

Co-founder & CEO Who Gives a Crap




Final Reflections

* NGOs in Bangladesh have been comparatively successful in securing their survivability
* While oppressed and the marginalsed strive politically, NGOs are deaf of political listening
* People used as instrument than real agents

* Function amid ‘representation failure’, i.e. failure to work as per the preferences of the
people and community they serve (Dolsak & Prakash, 2022: 662).

* InaFreirerian-Kantian way developmentis probably ‘doing something good but with
wrong motivations/approach’ through adoption of false generosity

* Promoting “empowerment without power” (Sardenberg, 2008)




Final Reflections

* Ashadow yet deep legitimacy crisis being challenged by the marginalised people

* Operatingin a ‘crisis of confidence’ (Cullen et al., 2022).

e Callfor an alternative form of development ... initiated ‘from below and within’ rather than
‘from above and the outside’” (Gudynas, 2021: 49).

e Echoing Freire, development ogranisation needs to practice ‘true generosity’ which can
create the conditions for liberation.

e “A profound rebirth” (Freire,1970/2000)

e Only power that springs from the weakness of the oppressed will be sufficiently strong to
free both (Freire,1970/2000 : 44)

e Even if we can’t change the oppressive structure, we must not subscribe to it.




/ . . . .
\” Vetenskapsradet This postdoctoral.prOJect is supported by the Swedish
" Swedish Research Counci Research Council (VR) through Award# 2022-02923



	Understanding Grassroots Development Practices in Bangladesh�A Freirean Perspective
	Disclaimer
	Who am I talking about?
	Background
	NGOs in Bangladesh
	NGOs in Bangladesh
	False Generosity
	False Generosity and False Leadership
	Methods
	Key Findings
	Key Findings
	Key Findings
	We do not see life in its entirety…
	We do not have the rest of the story…
	Slide Number 15
	Final Reflections
	Final Reflections
	Slide Number 18

