DEVELOPMENT AS CONSCIENTIZATION

The Case of Nijera Kori in Bangladesh

Abul Barkat,Avijit Poddar,Sadeka Halim,Asmar Osnaa, Badiuzzaman,
Saiful Hoque Pathak Samabesh. Dhaka. 2008

Foreword

1. This is a study of the relative socio-economgpact of conscientization
work by an NGO — Nijera Kori - with socially andaeomically very
depressed people in rural Bangladesh . Nijera ) has shunned
conventional top-down ‘delivery’-oriented developmh&vork of the general
run of NGOs in the country and has concentrateth®ing awareness of
disadvantaged economic assetless people on tgbkis and on ways of
society and the world. Conscientization has be@c&wed as right-based
education on social, political and economic ingessiand related questions,
including stimulating actions against such oppr@ssis part of such
education.

2. The study investigates what conscientizatiorkvadone can do to both
the economic and social status as well as to teeath\personality of
oppressed and disadvantaged people. Promotiohtbeak is viewed as
integral components of ‘development’. The develophmhilosophy with
which the authors have approached this investigasidiberation of the
human potentials of oppressed people, joiningeénathgoing challenge to
conventional economistic development philosophyngeeentization or
liberational education is seen by the authors a&dy to promoting such
development.

3. In view of its many ramifications the notionliferational
education/development may not be fully capturedna formal definition.
The study contains a rich discussion of the maogt&of the liberational
view of development, of conscientization, of freed and of human
development as a deeper notion than captured iHtinean Development
Index. These articulations should be of value stdurses on this
philosophy. The study also shares the holistic vaévpoverty’ and ‘poverty
alleviation’ in terms of comprehensive human urged aspirations,



opposing the conventional economistic, ‘dollar-g dand of view of
poverty that reduces downtrodden people to thegoayeof livestock useful
to others in the society mainly for their cheapo

4. With this philosophical perspective the authmase sought to put to
rigorous empirical test the conscientization woflN&, perhaps initiating
such exercise for the first time in developmeneaesh on a major scale to
mark a welcome beginning of scientific exploratafrthe subject rather than
merely taking inspiration from this philosophy.tms sense the study can
claim to be a path-breaker, and a major contrilmuttopromoting the debate
on a scientific level between the economistic amehdinistic views of
development.

5. The methodology of the inquiry has rested pradantly on the
participatory approach, combining approaches bbth@PRA
(Participatory Research Appraisal) and PAR (Piadiory Action Research
or “gonogobeshona” as it is being called by therepged in Bangladesh
involved in such collective self-inquiry elsewhrearieties. In total respect
for the right and ability of the concerned peopleriselves to articulate
their own needs and goals as full subjects, thaydhas followed
participatory procedures in total purity for thetaree (involving also non-
NK members of the landless in some of the finagasd to arrive at their
own indicators to assess what conscientisatiordbas to them. A highlight
of the methodology of the study, this example odimaeing to the people the
right to assess their own development with thein @wllectively chosen
indicators however poverty-stricken they are, stamat as of seminal
quality and frontally challenges external indicagetting by development
professionals and international development-finag@nstitutions.
Participation in such exercise, which has beentlgngnd vigorous,
constitutes an integral part of the v@mnaxis - rhythm of reflection-action-
reflection - of conscientization, taking such psata a higher level to search
for how one would seek to assess one’s own attaitsrand develop
intellectually in that process. This is also a venportant development
action by itself by way of directly raising awareseof disadvantaged people
in such process. It also demonstrates the abilith@people, however
poverty-stricken and formally ‘illiterate’ they mdpe, to themselves
articulate their own needs and urges for knowleitigéis of value in
promoting their own lives as well as to fulfill ihduman urge to know



6. Another very important revelation of the pagatory indicator-setting
process in the study is demonstration of the ghiliteconomically and
socially deprived people not only to think deep, &lgoto arrive at
democratic consensum complex questions of social and political
governance. That they do possess this ability nbstanding their economic
and social condition deserves to be highlightediemw of the sadly barbaric
culture of national politics in the country. Thevalus illiteracyof the
country’s political elite and their ‘educated’ folers as to procedures of
democratic discourse in the national parliamentaudide that is tearing
the country apart is calling into question the rea@ notion of ‘capability’
assumed to develop through formal education. Tineodstration in the
study of the superior culture of democratic deciswaking of the
disadvantaged people signifies that something bhadieing missed in
conceptualizing development primarily in economd dormal ‘capability’
terms, and that conscientisation of an appropxatety is direly needed at
the level of the political elite of the nation aslv

7. As poet-philosopher Tagore sdide essence of civilization is in uniting
people.'Development’ that tears a society apart is, fundatally, an
uncivilized process, and hence constitutes, indérse, negative
developmentWe have by now seen two major examples, involvirgy f
Pakistan and then Bangladesh, of the disastrousegolence on national
scales of such negative development notwithstanchmyentional
development indicators giving a more rosy pictue when the nation of
Pakistan disintegrated at the very height of itscatle of development”
celebrations in which foreign development establishts had also joined,
and the other the events preceding January 11nglBdesh when this
nation was brought back from the brink of anotheiagdisaster even
though its pace of 'development’ was being congiddyy conventional
development pundits at home and abroad to be aatakg impressively.
One hopes that this study will add significantlydtawing attention and
stimulating rethinking as to what is it that we after in the name of
‘development’.

8. As the work of Nijera Kori shows, the princi&becoming self-aware
does not deny the role of outsiders who come withrad not of patronizing
compassion or pretence of superiority but of gemammradeship.
Extrapolation of this principle of relation with tsiders at the level of
relation between nation states is immediate. Aomatnay not be said to be
developing unless its leadership that represeptadlion is also



conscientized to seek and assert the nation’dsédfrmination, in a truly
democratic framework and culture, accepting forsed@ration knowledge
being developed elsewhere in the world but opposkigrnal domination.
In this sense Nijera Kori provides us, as this gtestablishes, with a
grassroots demonstration of the working of a pbibdg/ of development
that has claims for application at the nationaéleas well including
international development cooperation.

9. The result of this unique empirical inquiry lesen to demonstrate
impressive rise through conscientization in awasers the concerned
groups on their economic, social, gender and leghts; on fundamentalist
views on women, state and religion, religion-baselitics and madrasah
education; and on selected aspects of nationalanid affairs. Such rise in
awareness is directly giving these disadvantagddapressed people a
sense of self-esteem and fulfillment that is humbavelopment by itself. In
turn their heightened overall awareness has imgaetey positively on the
pace of progress not only in their social statusatso in their economic
status together giving them an overall higher sefseell-being, comparing
favourably with progress in such fronts of non-NiQdlless groups. The
economic gains have happened not only throughrosttess of the NK
groups to public services and public resourcelsidhieg khas(government-
owned) land but also through better managemerntesf bwn economies
including handling of credit from other NGOs as e initiation of
numerous kinds of collective economic and mutusatrdss-support
activities by the NK groupsn view of the recent international fanfare on
the operation of micro-credit of the money-lendimgsiness variety to
disadvantaged people in the country and elsewherenainy thousands of
self-managed savings-and-loan schemes of the N#pgrwith hardly any
overhead costs and with many humane features egiigout as a
challengingly superior alternative to external ratcredit for the
disadvantaged. These positive economic effects hagpened even though
promoting their economic development has not begéinegt objective of

Nijera Kori.

10. Together, these findings of the study conviglyilemonstratéhe
effectiveness of conscientization in advancing pespmverall lives both
economically and socially, including greater emponent of women and
their mobility, their access to public serviceg tverall well-being status of
these people and their total human personality.eXegcise also
demonstrates in its wake the paramount importahpeoonotingas a



precondition of their developmestcial knowledge of disadvantaged
people, as distinct from formal literacy and joleoted technical education
being emphasized in the “capability” theory of moddevelopment
discourse. Gaps in achievements in terms of thewsindicators exist in
absolute terms that the study has pointed outcasmistructive guide to the
directions in which NK could further improve itsreszientization work.

11. In thus demonstrating the overall effectiver@dNijera Kori's work, the
study puts NK in the frontline among — yedevelopment NGQOs the
country contributing to development of the oppressea holistic sense
including their economic developnteAnd, although not investigated in
this study, it is presumed, by the modest life afiitial field-travel styles of
Nijera Kori's staff, that the overhead costs 06tNiIGO should compare
favourably with those of the major delivery-orieshi@evelopment NGOSs in
the country. Taking all together, there is a messaghis study and for that
matter in the work of Nijera Kori worthy of the geest reflection in
development thinking.

12. In conclusion, some reflections may be offewrdhe directions in

which further thinking and research work along thizses may be directed.
First, on a note that is deeper than its semaatib,gve all need to watch
our words. There is evidence that the oppressedtevbr be their economic
condition, resent being called “poor” unless thayénbeen overwhelmed by
the ‘gaze’ of the ‘rich’ to internalize this derdggy/patronizing term. On
this there are two experiences worth repeating niamgs over: one is that
of tepitans an indigenous community in Mexico, who were setibilized

to stand up after being ravaged by a devastatirthaqeke, when a visiting
scholar remarked that they were still so “poor'd &m this theepitans
immediately stiffened, to saye are not poor, we are tepitdris The other
Is a personal experience of mine with a villagekdanith involved in a
mobilization for collective self-development of liemmunity in the
province of Matabeleland in Zimbabwe, wihanked me for telling them
that they were not “poor’fWhen shall we ourselves say to the world: “we
are not a poor nation, we are Bangalees, showmgvtrld what we can do
under the greatest adversities™? And aren’t ouquently flood-and-
cyclone-ravaged people showing precisely this?

13. And also, if we “target” someone no matter lgreat a friend of
him/her we profess to be, we are shooting somethitagin the person.



Words have a power of their own irrespective of thkethey come from a
friend or an oppressor, and we should constantlyrbeur guard and search
for words that complement and strengthen, not ljrateempts otherwise at
empowerment and liberation. And let us also paosesk if words like
“poor” and “target group” are not in the categofylmanking concepts” that
Paulo Freire so categorically rejected. Old manxXylitire Father of
liberational philosophy, never called the workirgss “poor” — he wanted
the revolution so that the working class could ateeits own history”. In the
process of thus creating its own history the pnobdd its material poverty
would naturally start getting solved to the extnatt the working class
would consider it a problem; but much of it woutdl semain in the
lifetimes of many of them. The failure to overcotheir material poverty in
the lifetime of all of them would not take away tjlery from them for
creating their own history for the world to be dazzand to say “what a
people it was that lived!” Just think of Bangladssland for that matter any
people’s, independence strugglerough which so many have departed so
early in their lives, but living ever so gloriouddy contributing to making
the nation’s history! Isn’t this the essence oétdtional philosophy, to
empower people to ‘lose themselves’ in searchutfilliment of their
humanhood?

14. Secondly, the methodology of the study, pioingeas it is, has been
rightly presented as “exploratory” in nature, imf thereby refinements on
it. One important direction for refinement couldtbepresent external views
as well to the people to design their indicatorsafesessing the impact of
conscientization (or for that matter indicator-seftfor any other kind of
assessment) - the concept of rights should aldodadhe right to know
others’ views for consideratidoy the oppressed people without
surrendering their absolute right_to self-determora The whole world of
human knowledge and thinking should be availablag¢ocoppressed people
to consider, by way of right to information as wadideas In fact, the
ability to consider outside views without being ovaelmed by them may
be considered as an ultimate test of the qualityfatkest success of
conscientization itself.

15. This brings us, finally, to the much larger spien of social
transformation of the radical variety to which fit@losophy of
conscientization belongs. What this study has aekigbesides contributing
significantly to the ongoing challenge to receivedions of development
and poverty, is to implicitly join in the questiog of the ‘vanguardist’



variety of radical thinking for social change adlas on the given view of
the‘revolution’ as change in theelations of productioronly without

concern for theelations of knowledgen society. The importance of
changing theelations of knowledgalso for true liberation of the oppressed,
as it is being emphasized in the discourses oftiggaatory action research”,
is implicit in the philosophy of conscientizatidnThe failure in the last
century of experiments in revolutionary social sfanmation has left a great
void in radical thinking at least in Bangladesltattteems even now to be
unable to formally dispense with the notion thatéilectuals’ know better
than the ordinary people. Gramsci, as referred this study, has given us a
lead to move away from such false and paternadBon, asserting that all
persons are intellectuals, and has outlined als@dmcept of “organic
intellectuals” who specially articulate in varioways working class
experience and knowledge. Conscientization and &ihes of participatory
people’s self-inquiry processes are a very effectray through which such
organic intellectuals can be discovered. Someahtmay also be assisted
to develop further into social leaders of theiisslan a wider scale. Such
organic intellectuals are undoubtedly emerging ijefs Kori's work as

well. I wish that Nijera Kori, to which much tribeiis due for its courageous
and committed work in conscientization as a lomgigeavour in the
country, will take it upon itself to help as a gmshtic task the development
of thisgenreof leaders from within the landless communities ivorking
with. The test of lasting success of its consceatibn work, | suggest, is
whether as the ‘mother agency’ it may itself becaragressively
dispensable to its grassroots partners leaving théereate their own
history” led by their own organic intellectuals ebtly accountable to them.
As this starts happening NK itself may progressivabve out to newer
areas for spreading conscientization, visitingdluer areas occasionally to
touch and be fulfilled in what one has thus creaiédis only, by
demonstrating concretely through conscientizationkwhe ability of the
oppressed to themselves create their own histaay, thre great void in
liberational thinking in the country be stirred tgpcreate a new liberational
vision that more souls than today’s might find ifliffg to struggle for. And

it may also be remembered that the key to contionatf NK itself as an
NGO is not in its own hands, so that continued ddpace of its grassroots
partners on its helping hand contains its own risks

Md. Anisur Rahman
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