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A Prolegomena to the thesis
This thesis focuses upon the livelihoods and organising practices of local people in
Mukn'nagar, a remote rural community, located in Gaibandha District in the
northern part Bangladesh (for a general description of MuktJnagar see below). The
thesis discusses issues concerning the vulnerability of local people, especially
women, and their empowerment. It looks at their struggles for access to resources
and to establishing rights of different kinds; at networks of local people and their
organisations; at the process by which development interventions are contested;
at counter-development, and at participation and people's practices in the pursuit
of rural livelihoods
The thesis also elucidates empirical case studies and ethnographic information on
powerful development organisations, such as BRAC (a Bangladeshi large microcredit institution), Proshika (Centre for Human Development, one of the large
NGOs in Bangladesh), and the Grameen Bank in Bangladesh. It examines issues of
'human agency' and the effects of development intervention on the day-to-day
lives of local people. The argument is embedded in two central notions - that
development intervention, whether by design or not, works to establish control
over local people's lifeworlds, and that people's more autonomous practices and
livelihood concerns constitute a counter-development process. The perspective of
an actor-oriented approach is used in this thesis for the analysis of the empirical
materials.
The thesis spans a wide range of social contexts in order to explore a series of
central issues relating to livelihoods, intervention, and participation. Furthermore,
it makes use of ethnographic methods of data collection, including detailed field
materials on key social actors, local people's organisations, local experiences
concerning the day-to-day practices of local people, experiences of local people's
interactions, negotiations, contestations and interfaces with outsiders, and
networks of social actors in Mukn'nagar.
The research location - Mukitnagar - Is known to me through a work relationship
with the people of Mukn'nagar over a period of more than 10 years. So, from being
an outsider by profession, I became close to the area, to the people, and
especially to the women's groups and the male members of their households and
their children. And this working from below' gave me advantages in collecting the
empirical data presented. As Nuijten (1998: 23, following Barth 1989) argues in
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her Ph.D. thesis, 'it is by attending systematically to people's own intentions and
interpretations, accessible only if one adopts the perspective of their concerns and
their knowledge of the constraints under which they act, that one can start
unraveling the meanings they confer on events, and thereby the experience they
are harvesting'.
Following this process of working 'from below' I have stressed the' importance of
identifying problems and concepts as presented by particular social actors' (Long
1989: 247) in order to ethnographise the struggle, contestation, conflicts,
negotiations, manipulation, networks, and practices of local people In their day-today life. This research from below' on the ethnography of 'development
intervention processes' led, which may be unusual to some, to my studying the
Mukn'nagar Gram Unnayan Parishad (local people's organisation in Muktinagar), its
members and leaders, and to women's groups and their members and leaders.
During the presentation of the empirical materials in this book, it became clear to
me that working from below' is different from the methodological perspective of a
conventional village study. Yet, identifying, examining, assessing, and linking the
relations between people's practices and development intervention processes, had
an important consequence for me. It led me to the conclusion that theories are
grounded in practice. The simultaneous presentation in this book of the theoretical
aspects of development intervention with the empirical research materials of
people's practices is therefore based upon this.

Organising the chapters
The thesis opens with a background that explains what the thesis is about, that
provides notes on the methodology used and describes my research location.
Chapter 1, which I called 'Introduction', gives an account of the main themes of
the research, followed by some basic information about Bangladesh. The chapter
offers a picture of how rural development takes places in Bangladesh. That is, it
narrates the frameworks of development intervention and its trends, notions, and
effects on people's llfeworlds. It also provides a conceptual presentation of the
central elements of'development intervention' and 'people's livelihoods'.
Chapter 2 presents the life history of OmichaBu, a 42 year-old widow, from the
research area of Muktinagar, followed by a conceptual analysis of the notions of
Vulnerability' and 'empowerment/. The chapter also identifies social, economic,
cultural, and political elements of vulnerability and empowerment. The
ethnographic presentation in the chapter provides an opportunity to learn about a
remote rural community of Bangladesh where disadvantaged women engage in
their own struggles for empowerment. They do this through establishing control
over their day-to-day routines and problematic situations, through negotiation,
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through interface encounters, contestation, and counter-development processes
vis-a-vis other actors and conditions that constrain their life chances.
Chapter 3 depicts in more detail the social, cultural, economic and political context
of one rural community in Bangladesh. It focuses on an ethnographic presentation
of people's organisations, along with other elements of the development process
that shape people's practices. I then examine a case study of a people's
organisation from my research area, Muktinagar. The argument focuses on how
local people organise themselves in terms of power and knowledge processes, and
how they contest the existing power structure in order to put in place a new
reality, i.e. control by the 'powerless' over their own 'capital', and over key
processes. The chapter provides an account of how local people influence the
policy development activities of outsiders in favour of their own discourses and
practices.
Chapter 4 offers a critical appraisal of models of 'sustainability'. The chapter
presents case studies of the 'beneficiaries' of micro-credit, giving special mention
of the interventions of some large-scale and powerful development organisations
such as BRAC, the Grameen Bank, and Proshika in Bangladesh. These studies
show how the language of 'sustainable development/ is used at all levels of
development intervention to control people's llfeworlds, but is used largely for the
'sustainability' of the powerful development organisations themselves. The chapter
is also an ethnography of local people's livelihood practices, showing how they are
embedded in local knowledge and counter-development processes.
Chapter 5 discusses, critically, the most 'popular' word in the language of world
development - 'participation'. It aims to clarify conceptually 'participation' and
'agenc/. The chapter presents three empirical case studies that depict different
forms of practising participation, where practitioners have differing notions of the
process and what it entails. Here a critical analysis of participation is offered. This
is drawn from empirical evidence, especially from a case study of the clients of the
Grameen Bank. The central point that emerges is that participation is used as a
means of achieving predetermined objectives and goals (e.g. economic
sustainability, control over local people's day-to-day life) set by the more powerful
development organisations and managed by them through strategic intervention
processes.
Chapter 6 concludes the thesis by drawing together the various theoretical strands
and empirical findings.
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Description of the research location
Muktinagar, a community of some ten villages, is located on the west bank of the
mighty river Jamuna, 25 kilometres from the Gaibandha district town, in the
northern part of Bangladesh (see the map in annex-1). This part of the country is
widely known to be a poverty-stricken area, and Gaibandha district is one of the
most impoverished. From the capital city, Dhaka, it takes eight hours by train or
car to reach the area. The ten villages of MukHnagaran cover an area of 14.77sq.
km, comprising 18,737 habitants of whom 12,000 are voters, and 3,822
households of whom 3,200 are poor (1998) - do not have more than 0.5 acres
land, unemployed for more than three months a year, do not have regular and
enough daily income - minimum 33 taka - for at least three meals a day, do not
have a good house, do not have ability to maintain health care, can not pay for
children's education, and women (widow) headed households (World Bank
1999:48).
In terms of general information, the total population of Muktinagar (18,737)
comprises 9,403 females and 9,334 males. There are 3,923 fertile couples of
whom 2,924 practice birth control. There are six government primary schools, and
10 non-formal primary schools supported by an NGO called UST (Unnayan
Shahojogy Team). There are four high schools, which are private but subsidised by
the government, and one girls' college that was established in 1997, which is also
subsidised by the government.
Government agencies have installed 222 tubewells to ensure a supply of safe
drinking water free for the community people, and 436 tube wells installed by the
local people at their own cost (five to ten households jointly installed each
tubewell). But, only 1,008 households have sanitary latrines. There are 7,900
cattle, 6,650 goat and sheep, 32,167 chickens and ducks in whole of Muktinagar,
though many of the poorer households have no cattle. The total arable land
amounts to 2,700 acre. Many of the poor households possess no land of their own.
[Source: Local Government Office].
Muktinagar has no bank but it has three market places, 17 farmers' co-operative
societies and 11 youth clubs. Four kilometres of pacca rasta (hard-surfaced road),
and 46 kilometre of dirt road connects the villages of Muktinagar with each other
(source: Local Government Office,).

Social and economic context of Muktinagar
A distinction can be made between the different classes based on notions of
poverty or wealth. Classes here refer, in general, to a division into the lower,
middle and upper class, though there is no sharp line between the different
classes. However, it is certainly possible to speak of poor and rich people, that is,
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a lower and upper class (Bardoel and Branderhorst 1996). Of the 3,822
households, 3,200 belong to the lower class (Muka'nagar Union Parishad Chairman
1999). Bardoel and Branderhorst, In research for the Department of Environmental
Sociology, WUR, in Muktinagar in 1996, show that normally it is the husband who
earns money for the family by working as a land labourer, rickshaw puller,
fisherman, or share-cropper on a landowner's property. Some men try their luck in
the cities as day labourers. Men mostly eke out a very meagre living on about 25
taka a day (equivalent to 50 US cents).
Due to membership of the women's group facilitated by the NGO Unnayan
Shahojogy Team (UST), women have had the opportunity to take a UST loan, or a
group savings fund loan to generate income earning activities run by the women
themselves, but that might also employ men. Over the period studied, and
through the intervention of other NGOs, men and women of poor families were
given the opportunity to borrow money for economic activities.

Education
Almost none of the women have had the opportunity to go to school and are thus
illiterate. Through membership of the women's group they were given an
opportunity to improve their knowledge. Although also rare, some of the poor men
had received a limited education. In general, boys are more encouraged than girls
to go to school, but the women of the women's group encouraged and sent both
boys and girls equally to school. Parents' attention to children's education is
increasing gradually in Muktinagar.

Daily Life
The life of men and women in Muktinagar differs in many respects. In general a
woman's role is reproductive. Her life is at home with the family, while her
husband is a member of society by earning money for his family. This results in a
totally different daily life for both. A woman spends her days in and around the
house. She is not allowed to go to market to buy the things she needs, e.g.
foodstuff or clothes. During the daytime she is busy with housekeeping tasks such
as daubing clay, sweeping, preparing food, taking care of children, and caring for
of any animals. Since housekeeping does not occupy the whole day if one eats
only two meals a day and the house is small, there is time left over for small
economic activities such as kantha (blanket) sewing, or growing vegetables in a
kitchen garden. Sometimes if the husband works on the land, the woman helps
him by carrying the seeds, preparing irrigation, and bringing meals to the field. In
fact, without the many small tasks she performs, the man would not be able to
grow crops. Also in other jobs she is his assistant.
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The situation is changing. Due to membership of women's groups, women are also
busy with income generating activities beyond routine housekeeping. They go to
meetings at the office (NGO office) as and when required, and even go to the
market to buy clothes and other things. A man goes to work carrying his
breakfast. With the money he earns he buys vegetables, rice, etc. from the local
market. Beside some small tasks, a man generally has not much to do after
returning home. Men hang around or sit with other men. Some fathers rake care
of their children, especially the male children (Bardoel and Branderhorst 1996: 2830).

The Development Intervention ofUnnayan Shahojogy Team
(UST) in Muktinagar
The UST started working in Muktinagar (formally) in January 1987. As mentioned
earlier, the UST is a local NGO that operates within the legal structure of the law
relating to voluntary development organisations and foreign donations. UST was
founded by myself in June 1986, during a period of frustration with the
bureaucracy of NGOs, including the ones with whom I was working. UST was born
with a view to placing 'people's development in people's hands,' and with the goal
of 'empowering rural disadvantaged women towards self-reliance.'
Ifs stated objectives were
(1)
To promote learning centres of the integrated rural development type;
(2)
To promote a centre of development communication in order to design,
develop and reproduce educational materials to help grassroots-level,
small-scale development missions;
(3)
To organise training programmes for development organisers, workers
and villagers;
(4)
To mobilise local and external resources in order to strengthen and ensure
local initiatives of development;
(5)
To provide support services to different grass-roots, small nongovernment organisations in order to help communities to be self-reliant,
and
(6)
To develop an alternative, effective co-ordination strategy among small
NGOs in Bangladesh [source: UST brochure].
As a guide to its people-oriented strategy for development action, UST follows the
Credo:
Go to the peasant people
Live among them
Learn from them
Plan with them
Work with them
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Start with what they know
Build on what they have
Teach by showing
Learn by doing
Not a showcase but a pattern
Not odds and ends but a system
Not a piecemeal but an integrated approach
Not to conform but to transform
Not relief but release, (see Mayfield 1985).
Using this Credo as a framework, UST workers follow a set of principles in working
with rural people:
(1)
Learn about the people in the context of the community in which they live;
(2)
Try to know/understand the total socio-cultural and economic setting, and
how people do things and why they do them that way;
(3)
Assess what change can be done within the framework of the people's
total socio-cultural and economic setting. By doing so, UST workers
develop a better understanding of people's attitudes and values, thus
making it possible for them to guard against erroneous judgements
resulting from the use of their own culture as the frame of reference. This
is important as far as Muslim women are concerned since, in the past,
traditional practices have kept them away from doing certain things;
(4)
Establish good relationships with the women in the project areas. Show
them that there are ways to get out of their problems and that they can
get what they aspire to by their own action (see Bhattacharjee and
Capistrano
(eds).,
.Participatory
approach
to
integrated
rural
development: the UST experience in Bangladesh, published by IIRR,
Philippines, 1991:19).
But let me mention here that, over time, some distortions in the interpretation of
UST's objectives have occurred within the organisation, and in my opinion this has,
to some extent, happened because of the co-option of UST's strategic policy of
raising foreign donations from western donors for its projects. The UST works with
rural disadvantaged women in compliance with national commitments, as stated in
the Constitution of Bangladesh. All efforts must be made to ensure the
participation of women in all spheres of life. All citizens are equal and have equal
rights in the law of the land. Women shall have the same rights as men in all
spheres of state and public affairs (see Rahman 1990: 6-7). But any empirical
study on the situation of women in Bangladesh would show that in practice,
constitutional commitment remains at a low level (Hossain 1999: 177). Hence
NGOs in Bangladesh, who are in close partnership with western State and nongovernment agencies, initiate their interventions with a strong emphasis on
women's participation in the rural development process. The UST was also
convinced by the influence of my arguments (as founder), based on practical
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experience and exposure to the outside world, to formulate its framework of
working with the women, as an integrated part of rural development.
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Chapter 1
An introduction:
Development intervention, its outcomes and
discourses

Theme of the research
The research for this book was initiated to assess existing development forms and
intervention practices in rural Bangladesh, with a focus on issues relating to
agency and counter-tendencies in processes of social change. A critical analysis of
development models is undertaken, in particular economic growth and sustainable
development models, with special attention to the case of the Grameen Bank and
micro-credit models in Bangladesh. I examine the debates relating to
'participation' and livelihood approaches in order to emphasise the important work
of development anthropologists and development practitioners, and to open
debates on the question of creating or regulating development intervention by the
NGOs. A central focus of the research was to look at local people's livelihood
practices in order to identify relevant actions and interactions that eventually
consolidate into local people's organisations. The research explores the way local
people manage these organisations in an effort to achieve their own projects.

Background and the process of rural development in
Bangladesh
Bangladesh became an independent country in 1971. It is a small South Asian
country of some 143,998 sq.km. surrounded by a long land border with India on
the east, west and north. It has a small border in the south east with Myanmar.
To the south, the Bay of Bengal guards the country.
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According to the government's mainstream development partners, Bangladesh is
at a crossroads in its quest for economic and social development. Since
independence in 1971, Bangladesh have achieved much, but much remains
undone. Population growth is lower, rice output has increased dramatically, and
democratic institutions are stronger than ever before. Yet the absolute number of
poor in Bangladesh has grown steadily. Despite efforts to alleviate poverty, half its
population of nearly 120 million, live below the poverty line. Per capita Gross
National Product (GNP) stood at about $350 in 1998 and the country's external
debt was US$ 15.9 billion. 1998 saw a 7% rate of inflation. Between 40 and 45
million people out of a rural population of 89 million live in poverty. Of these,
around 30 million fall under the category of hard-core poor (World Bank 1999).
Macro-economic stability has not been accompanied by accelerated growth. With
the exception of the strong performance of the ready-made garments sector, GDP
growth has remained at or around 4.5 percent in the past five years. This growth
is well below the 7percent growth required for substantial and lasting poverty
reduction (World Bank 1997).
It is clear from the experience of all development initiatives that 'poverty
alleviation' has been given the highest focus in development interventions. The
need to accelerate growth has always been a priority of the state agencies and
other development institutions in parallel with their international donors. The
World Bank is the main donor and co-ordinates the donor's group for aiding
development interventions in Bangladesh. In the World Bank's words 'it has been
clearly understood that the traditional 4% growth is not enough. It has been
targeted at 8% or above since 1995' (World Bank 1995). The nation clearly
understood that it had to have vision, will, determination, commitment, and
empathy for the downtrodden. The government and the NGOs' rural development
programmes were expected to focus on realising this vision. Over the last two
decades the growth of NGOs and government institutions in Bangladesh has been
remarkable, but major problems remain. The World Bank alone has lent $7.5
billion for 161 projects during the last 25 years (World Bank 1997) and Dutch
bilateral aid for Bangladesh has given Dfl. 2.65 billion (Netherlands Ministry of
Foreign Affairs 1998).
However, after 25 years of playing a guiding role in the world of development
interventions in Bangladesh, the World Bank itself made the following
assessments:
About social sector

achievements.

Child malnutrition is so pervasive that it amounts to a national disaster. Over 90
percent of all children suffer some degree of malnutrition. More than one quarter
of them are stunted.

