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1. Introduction

For decades Joseph Wresinski and the ATD Moverhantie created have
worked with disadvantaged people customarily reféto as “poor, and
have made a major contribution toward developinglternative view of



poverty and approach to poverty alleviation. RdgdRésearch Initiatives,
Bangladesh (RIB), a poverty-research supportingp@gen Bangladesh with
which the present author is associated, has diatsearch by 70
journalists of creative self-initiatives of disadwaged people of this country
to advance their lives outside of government or N@3@rammes. RIB has
also initiated processes of people's collectiveisgliry ("*gonogobeshona™:
gono = popular; gobeshona = research) and actieop(€’s “praxis”) for
advancing their lives, and with RIB'’s collaboratitm® Hunger Project,
Bangladesh is also initiating such processes. e bBgperiences fully
support the viewpoint of Wresinski and the ATD Mment on the notion of
poverty and of the role of people’s knowledge dndking in addressing
poverty. This paper presents glimpses of someeofitbre illuminating
cases of people's initiatives in Bangladesh obtafream RIB’s search as
well as of the gonogobeshona exercises in the oguartd discusses how
they confirm the thinking of Wresinski and of th& B Movement, and
reflects in this connection further on the poventyl development course.

2. Glimpses of people’s initiatives in Bangladesh

2.1 Individual Initiatives and struggles of the disalvantaged to fulfill
non-economic urges

Disadvantaged people have in all ages and in altc@s taken initiatives,
either individually or collectively, to move forwéwmith their own thinking
and initiatives without waiting for outside assigta. Most of these are more
visible as aimed at economic advancement of tredgantaged, but the
urge to fulfill non-economic needs are in many sas@mbined with this. In
a number of instances the non-economic urges re¢lvealselves as
particularly acute motivation for individual initiges of the disadvantaged,
thus illuminating such urges sharply. A few of sutdtances are recounted
below to illustrate the importance of non-econohicnan urges to which
the alternative view of poverty, and Wresinski amel ATD Movement in
particular, have given particular importance.

A poignant such instance is the case of Ajit Jaldaslind singer in
Banshkhali in Chittagong, earning irregular incomyesinging to families

and in community functions, sometimes starving vithwife and four
children, but rejecting suggestions to take to bagghich would bring

higher earnings, because he and his wife bothroarefor the dignity they
enjoy as singergTahminaet al2006a: 101). Passion for music - composing



as well as singing - is exhibited by many othensicg from low-income
families in riverine rain-soaked Bangladesh. Sonwhs/ocal artists are
even training free-of-charge other low-income yowtth similar urges
living very modest lives themselves. For instafiR@mjan Ali Sarkar of
Paglapir area in Haridebpur union of Rangpur th@raing from a low-
income family with his passion for singing and casing songs could not
pass middle school and started a singing scho@yravhe gives free
coaching to day labourers and children of low-inegmeasants, providing
accommaodation in his own house to some of them itfegt@nding his own
uncertain economic condition. (Tahmietal 2006a: 43).

Several instances of individual initiatives indedlhe primacy of the human
urge to create beauty. For example, Bappy, bomloW income carpenter
family in shimakhali village, Narail district, haxcelled in wooden
sculpture with no space even to store his workaggting against economic
poverty but absorbed in the passion of creativevdht a dream of giving an
exhibition at Dhaka some day (Tahmigtaal 2006b: 47). A number of other
cases have been reported of village-based artisésrdng not of economic
betterment but of giving exhibitions of their artilkoAs expressed by artist
Mannan of Chittagong coming from a low-income famwho worked as
durwanin the Department of Fine Arts, Chittagong Univisrand thereafter
got a job as store keeper in the Department of écafurt and has given a
solo exhibition in Chittagondthe pleasure of success in artwork is greater
than the pleasure of economic gai¥ahminaet al 2006b: 47).

As an example of fulfillment of one’s own frustrdtdream of school
education by assisting the education of other dsathged boys and girls, a
young man in a remote village battala in chapaibghaj district who could
not pursue studies beyond class five as his faibtelid not provide money to
buy him books, grew up as a yoghurt seller, butedian 1969 building a
library with earnings from selling yoghurt. Fronshibrary he started
lending books to needy students of his villagartstg with books of class
six which he could not step into. Today his librgs books totaling about
ten thousand bought with his “own blood” as he saysl he is lending
books to 100-150 students of low-income familiesrgwear through which
he is fulfilling his own dream of schooling. As kaid to the journalists
interviewing him, “So far 62 boys educated with bgoks are settled in
serviceWhen | see them | get back peace in my lfieahminaet al 2006a
:35).



There are innumerous instances of heroic strugglessmen abandoned by
husbands or with husbands unable to provide thathyathout ‘capability’
in the modern economist’'s sense, standing up wihity by courage,
creative thinking and hard work (Tahmietal 2006a: 86-95). To give one
example, Raushan Ara of dinajpur district was redrtb a factory worker
when she was in her teens. She had a child oneaftearmarriage who died
after birth with inadequate medical care. Overygars she had four
children all of whom died after birth. She was thierown out of her in-
laws’ house and returned to her parents where athe l[daughter.
Determined to stand up in life with human valued ammission of social
service, she took a job with an NGO and worked aember of the Ansar
(para-police force) also. Her in-laws then took eck and she had another
child there. But her in-laws forced her to givehgy job and hand over her
saving of Tk. 20000/-. Then she fell sick and melaws again drove her
away with her two children. Her father sold hig lais of meagre assets
toward her medical treatment. She had become \@ylar working with
the NGO and Ansar, and was elected a member dnien Council in
1996. Then she created an organization of womémeérea called
‘Padotika’, took training in sewing and poultryrttake an independent
living, and also started a small nursery. Driveragwn humiliation from her
husband’s home to return to her parents as a bt now well
established in society with dignity and honour @&espected by all.
(Tahminaet al 2006a: 86).

And there are inspiring accounts as in all coustreg indomitable courage
and determination of physically challenged childaew youth whom the
society disrespectfully calls “disabled”, facingthspecial challenge of life
with courage and a sense of dignity to show onetlerejecting the social
gaze upon them as “dis”-abled. Some are writindp\egs or elbows and
going to school seeking highest degrees, examplesch heroism
inspiring even normal children of low-income groupgyo to school.
(Tahminaet al 2006a:99-10¢

As an example of selfless service of one disadgguatdo other
disadvantaged, Imam Hossain, coming from a loveiime peasant family
of Shariatpur in Jessore who fled from his famayhas elder brothers
wanted to put him to work on land rather than segdiim to school, settled
in a slum in Dhaka working and studying and atdame time set up a pre-
school for children of extremely low-income famdieHe is giving them free



education and helping them in their overall develept through music,
drama, art-work etc. (Tahmirmd al2006a: 29-30). As another

example of individual initiatives for the ‘othed, 60 year old illiterate
barber intarapur village shibganj thana in chapainababganj distling in
a hut, has made ten kilometres of road green hytipatrees on its two
sides all alone out of sheer love for nature. Asdid to the reporting
journalist,“My life will be fulfilled - | shall remain immortieeven by dying.
My history will live. For this | shall be rewarddsy God.”—. (Tahminaet al
2006a: 42)

2.2 spontaneous collective Initiatives of the dis@antaged

Collective initiatives are a special approach stdivantaged people to join
hands for thinking together and advancing thegdiagainst odds together.
Some insightful collective initiatives of such péop Bangladesh taken
spontaneously in recent years as identified ingbarch for creative
initiatives in the RIB project are briefly presesteelow.

Aqgrarian revolution through land redistribution

A social leader of villag&laheswarchand&ast of Kaliganj thana,
Jhinaidaha district, mobilized farmers of his \gkato deliberate for days
and days on how to improve their economic and $bfga This resulted in
voluntary land redistribution in 1996, with land/¢ding and removal of
boundaries for collective farming. Agricultural ersion officers joined
them to advise on modern farming technology. Dtam&se in production
and earnings resulted. All round collective devatept initiatives in
economic and social sectors followed. Villagerdudang the youth meet
regularly to deliberate upon and review activiéesl progress. (Tahmina et
al 2006a: 23-25).

Fish Revolution in lliotganj

An agricultural and fish farmer mobilized 52 farmén dhanuakhola village
in lliotganj union, Comilla district in 1988, to dartake collective fishing on
agricultural land that gets waterlogged in the d@@ason precluding
agricultural farming. His slogan wésave yourself, save othersThe
initiative paid off and spread. Today there areuala® very profitable
collective fish projects in three upazillas of Cajisome of them quite



gigantic, one involving 350 farmers of seven vidlagooling their land.
(Tahmina et al 2006a: 55-56).

group fish faming by persons in acute poverty

Another enterprising group ourguri village in Kundupukur union,
Nilfamari sadar upazilleof two unemployed young boys and six women of
very low income families - one widow, one wife oleamdless labourer with
uncertain income, and the husbands of others moirggenough for family
needs - started moving out of acute poverty wittamyt support from
outside to start with (Morol 2006 Part 2. pp 31@BBIhey formed samity
(society) and managed to take lease of two-andfabi@ low-lying land at
a nominal rent for fish cultivation. With good raturom fish they were
able to buy eight cows and their income rose alaolae taka within a year-
and-a-half. Seeing the impressive entrepreneursitipis group the upazilla
fisheries office came forward in 2002 to give thatoan of 32 thousand
taka free of interest repayable in five years. Whilk loan the samity rented
a whole marsh for large scale fish cultivation, &g labour to prepare it
and bought a net and tons of fishlings and feedhiem, lime, fertilizers,
etc. The fortunes of the samiti members, self-mangathe samity with hard
work and strict discipline, have changed dramadic&Vithin three years the
samity has also been able to repay half of the toan exemplary example
in contrast to ‘micro-credit’ of the Grameen BamdaNGOs of appropriate
credit to the very disadvantaged to liberate tla@@nt group entrepreneurial
talents_in large scale productiemcontribute not only to augmenting their
own income but also to economic growth of theilage.

The Krishi Bank of Jaldhaka also initiated the fatimn of nine groups of
low income farmersind gave them a total loan of 216000 taka ancdedelp
them with technical know-how on vegetable farmipgultry and fishery.
Fortunes of these farmers have started changingatieally. The benefit
has spread to other poverty groups in the villagevay of greater
employment and wage of day labourers, rise oftigimnet business, and
stimulation to unemployed youth to get engagedéative ventures like
poultry and biogas production with cow-dung afeking training from
relevant government offices. And some farmers Isaded storing the
products themselves and sell them outside by-pg$sermiddiemen,
coining a new term for this activity'rakhi business ("keep it ourselves
business"), keeping the full surplus from the entees themselves. (Morol
2006 Part 1loc. citf)




group saving-and-loan initiatives of low-incomepk

There are impressive accounts of poverty groupsrapout of poverty
through group saving-and-loan initiatives of thean, and even without
loan but with technical input from outside aboundhe country. There are
numerous self-initiated saving and loan societidsw-income groupsn

the country's villages whom either micro-creditnfrexternal sources has
not reached or who themselves have not gone fdr c@dit being unsure
that they can handle it. There are, for exampiaushtichal” (fistful of rice)
samitis of womerof extremely low-income households whom micro-dred
from external agencies do not reach - e.g. "muatimohila samity" of
dalanbari village, Begumgan] upazilla, Noakhalts$, self-managing
saving investment and loan operations (Morol 2088 P.pp 305-307); and
similar samiti of wives of rickshawallahs, van dng and low-income
farmers inpirgachhavillage, shapara union, Gaibandha district whose
members set aside two fistful of rice and one &diang daily from which
loans are given to samiti members for various sewlle economic
initiatives (Tahminaet al 2006b.pp 103-4). The fultala bazaar small
businessmen's savings and loan schenkéhulna started in 1981 with 296
members which gives productive, business as wallsgess loans to its
members, including rice and khoil loamthout interesiwvhen rice price goes
up, and has also a pension scheme and an edudatippert programme to
meritorious and needy children of the membersnatleer particularly
exemplary case (Muktat al. 2006 Part 1. pp 61-76).

Villagers build public library

Dihi union public library, started in 1977 by theeal youth in sharsha
Upazilla, Jessore district, is a library with afelience (Muktaet al 2006 pp
8-33). In addition to providing books for readitige library also provides
training to farmers in modern farming, poultry,dstation, health and family
planning, the history of the country etc., and oigas eye care camps
almost every year. It also manages a nursery. ibray gives stipends to
meritorious students of low-income families. Land the library was
contributed by an illiterate villager. It is runtiwicontributions from

villagers including low-income people who contribdt-anna, 8 anna -
whatever they can. Some grants from the governanrmhiNGOs were taken,
but offers of the rich (smugglers) were refusedwNlee venture is fully
self-reliant. The library is run by voluntary labaf local teachers and
others. Today every school of the union has a lbrancthis library under the



supervision of its teachers, and the library waslame involved in
developing the education programmes of the schools.

And there are reports on numerous youth campamnsotial service, e.g.
blood donation clubs, cross-country bicycle campsito create social
awareness against drugs and acid-throwing on wowadumtary grave
digging and garbage disposal squads, library mowsnand many others,
supporting Tagore’s immortal song of the youth:

we are the runners of the new youth
we are restless, we are queer!

wherever we are summoned —
in life, in death and in storm
we are ready!
(Rahman 1999: 82).

2.3 Science in comradeship with the Disadvantaged
A number of people’s initiatives have been spariedssisted by ‘pro-
people’ persons from the community of science atigis, of which a few

examples are:

Union of science and farmers revolutionise agrigalt production

Farmers of Bandobilla area of Bagharpara upazi#tasore district, formed
“agricultural clubs” where Agricultural officers weinvited to come and
advice on a regular basis. The officers came relyula the clubs, tested
soils and advised on optimum cultivation practicedifferent kinds of soil.
The result was revolutionary jump of production pere - from less than 20
maunds per acre in 1998 to about 100 maunds by. A20@Pexample started
spreading, and similar clubs started being formedkighbouring areas. By
now the upazilla has 22 such clubs, contributingitenomenal rise in land
productivity there. (Morol Part 1 2005: 4-7)

productive use of every inch of land

Agricultural Block Supervisor Md. Hamidur Rahmarsged at Chuhor
block in Pairabandh Union, Mithapukur Upazilla, Rpar district, saw



landless labourers there taking rice only withlgtak the end of days of
hard labour, and wondered how he could help theendetter. He went
from door to door to motivate and teach them préideaise of every inch
of landthey had in and around their households by wagtefyrated
vegetable, poultry and fish farming, and productmmnsale of organic
compost fertilizers with homestead, water and faastes combined
scientifically with chemicals. The initiative stadin 1995 with 55 men and
women, whose economic status grew rapidly. Tod&p families are
intensely involved in this ‘self-reliant revolutionnder direct supervision of
Mr. Hamidur Rahman. Many other landless in all\thiages under Chuhor
farming block have followed suit, whom Mr. Rahmasite to advice.
(Mukta et al 2005: 100-117).

disadvantaged women move forward with improved gven

Another example of the assistance of science feeryp alleviation through
productive initiatives is the application of thel@ology of improved ovens
in six villages in Beltia Block on the outskirts &dmalpur city. Block
Supervisor Badal Chandra Das from the Agricultéetension office of
Jamalpur learnt this technology from the Sciendeokatory at Dhaka, and
in 1999 motivated and trained a number of womeveoy low-income
families in these villages to make improved ovéimlay there are 70
women's and 20 men's samities with a total memipeofi 350 making this
oven by visits to villagers' homes charging 10@Gtakly net of material cost
for making each oven. The total saving accumulatétdese samities taken
together today is nearly 250000 taka. Members@ttmities are also
making further earnings by vegetable faming inrthemesteads and in
environment- preserving work with tree planting.difdl 2005 Part 2: 308-
309)

The "kajoli pre-school" model

A Dhaka-based educated person who does not befielependence-
generating help to the disadvantaged, went to th& disadvantaged
families of his home village kajoli in Sripur uniaf Magura district. They
were mostly day-labourers of uncertain income. bleed them to give their
pre-school age children, one from each family, jor@-school' for which he
would give a room and recreation space and basgsgelbom materials. The
children would get together there 26 days of a imémthave fun and learn



in the process, under the supervision of a villgigeof some education.
There would be 26 children in the class, one ghddfamily. And there was
to be one condition: each day one mother would &kithe 26 children in
the school.

The first reaction of the parents, who had neveugit of sending their
children to school, was: "we are so poor - howwarfeed so many
children?"

"But this will be only for one day of the 26 schalalys of the month, and
don't you feed your children at home all the dayhe month?"

"Of course - we had not thought about this - we dathis!"

This is the way this innovative pre-school modelrknown throughout the
country as the "kajoli pre-school model", starte@903 Daily Star2005).

A woman or teenage girl from the locality is preéet as the ‘teacher'. She
must have some basic education and love for cimldsée is paid a salary of
Tk 500 a month, the amount being generally raisech the community.
Some parents themselves are contributing towaedhsaf the teachers even
reducing their own food intake. A three-day tragnia given to the teacher.
Physically challenged young girls are preferreteashers as they are found
to have a lot of love, affection and patience Fa thildren. Some physically
challenged girls are teaching in such schools witlamy remuneration, such
being the fulfillment they are getting from thiRarents' Associations
oversee the school management.

The children are learning in the schools with l@agmmethods that are more
fun than learning, with speed that is astonishiveygbody including
teachers of the local primary school where thegrettte following year,
most of them earning scholarships. The joy of by @r girl whose mother
treats all his/her pals to 'khitchuri' (rice andtliecooked together) on her/his
mother's day in the school on which day s/he is'tless captain”, serves
food to everybody and is also the physical trairfaigector”, knows no
bounds - who said they are "poor" if they can tbhare and give to each
other!

By now the model has spread to about 150 villagesatd wide in the
country with guidance from RIB, volunteers from@tlvillages coming to
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learn the basics of the model and initiate it sYler village, with villagers
donating the school-room or a piece of land forgpace. Requests to RIB
for guidance to open such centres in other villaggeginue to com@.

2.4 gonogobeshona in Bangladesh

The collective initiatives of disadvantaged peqplesented above are
naturally the result of their collective thinkingeh, however, have been
spontaneous.e. not stimulated by outsiders. A world-widevament
started in the mid- nineteen seventies by the nafmarticipatory (Action)
Research” (PR or PAR) has by now developed a lexgerience base with
regard to the methodology and pedagogy for prorggigople's self-
research (Hall 1997; Rahman 2007). This movemesbkan ideologically
rooted in a call for dual structural transformatfonpeople's liberation -
transformation not only of the relations of prodoctbut also in the
relations of knowledge in society. (Rahman 2007TR'®own work in
‘gonogobeshona’ has taken inspiration from expeniisié ‘animation’ work
in Sri Lanka in the late nineteen seventies to mtenpeople’s self-research
and collective action with which the present writexrs associated
(Tilakaratna 1985). In this approach ‘animatoafoutside ("action
teams" as Wresinski called thegyg through a workshop procesfs
collective self-brain-storming on their task toraate and assist people's
self-inquiry taking cognizance of experiences elseng@ of such initiatives.
The task isa la Wresinski, not t@xplainto the people but thelp them to
think. Thereafter the animators go to the disadvantageglp to animate
their collective self-inquiry, with the challenglsathat they should be able
to withdraw after a period with the people’s grolyggesoming able to carry
on with their self-inquiries and collective actiathout further needing
their assistance. RIB introduced the term 'gonogbbea’ replacing the
heavier term "participatory action research" or f?Aconsidering that
disadvantaged people would more readily identifshwhis term. As
mentioned earlier, with RIB's collaboration the lganProject, Bangladesh,
has also joined since December 2004 in promotimgpgobeshona in the
country.

Gonogobeshona animated in RIB projects and in tinegelr Project have
important insights to offer by way of the naturestmulation this is
providing to disadvantaged groups and action thgenerating among them
both at the individual and at the collective levéigghlights from some
experiences of such gonogobeshona in Bangladegiresented below.
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gonogobeshona in debidoba bill area, dinajpur

"When in December last activities under [peopleegearch were
formally started, many of the elder researchers traalight that they
would receive some special kinds of assistancecélemeryone had
presented accounts in details of what they didhaoe. All of them
had a pale appearance, many behaved like peoplatgaome to
seek some favour, and none cared for their bodielscéothes. The
same persons looked different when they came tgatherings
toward the last months, their behaviour had alteraad they came as
clean as possible and in their best dress. On #yeadd presentation of
the report of gonogobeshona most of them had tuaped their best
attires. Most of them have a stamp of a kind o§peality on their
faces, and they do not speak any more withoutitigniReports have
started coming that many of them are economicaliitla better-off
now, they do not quarrel in the family any moré nagémbers of the
family do their works with devotion, etc. How dniktbig change in
them happen in these few months? Where did thehigedtrength?
No doubt this strength has been acquired from thetgal power of
the philosophy on which PAR is based.” (Lenin Azaxdd 2006:
Acknowledgment of debt p 1. Translation by theqmeauthor).

The first such 'animated' gonogobeshona in Bangladeas undertaken in
2003 in a RIB project in the debidoba bill aredaleandi union,
parbotipur upazilla, Dinajpur district under anealdy existing landless and
fishermen' organization, facilitated by an NGO, Dwvelopment Research
Centre. The organization selected 100 extremelyneepoor persons for
gonogobeshona on the dimensions of their povedywaays of overcoming
them. These gonogobeshoks met regularly over ensixth period in small
and large groups to deliberate on their poverty@mdiays of moving
forward. The causes of poverty were identifiedeédooth social exploitation
and injustice and personal weaknesses of the chsdayed such as
gambling, lack of disciplinary/planned managemdrfamily, and internal
family feuds. The gonogobeshoks claimed their rightultivate fallow land
which some vested interests were also trying topusithey launched
campaigns to publicise the results of their redeard their claims to the
wider community, including respected villagers where sympathetic to
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their condition and effort, and started gainingtolf popularity and
sympathy in the locality. As vested interests soughesist their
mobilization and scheduled public presentatiorheffinal results of their
gonogobeshona, more than 150 youth of well-to-tlage families
mobilized in their favour, and the presentationhaf results of
gonogobeshona was held in an atmosphere of gr&atitfie This has taken
their struggle for land to a new level of sociallmtization. While their
struggle continues to this day with its ups and m®¥he gonogobeshoks
supported by the village youth have started cagmsaagainst local
gambling networks, are developing their own sawnd loan-to-the-needy
programmes, campaigns against extractive villageaypdenders, and also
organised struggles for higher wages for farm lasdilting in some rise in
wages. The enthusiasm and frontline participatiothé whole movement of
women gonogobeshoks previously given to more deoiteluct is
particularly noticeable. (Azad 2006)

gonogobeshona in Nilfamari

A team of external animators who worked in the @&genogobeshona
project formed their own animator organizationN{BO called USS
(Udayankur Sheba Shangstha), and is carrying ootadion work to
promote gonogobeshona in collaboration with RIRliogether fifteen
unions of Nilfamari district (Ali 2006). A study @gfonogobeshona under
USS in three villages in this programme in Laksraglinion (Rahman,
Matiur 2006), with one female group and one magaugrin each village,
reveals the following:

The gonogobeshona groups are meeting once a weekrhbers 25/30 in
each to discuss different aspects of their livédgylcall this process
"gobeshona”, by which they understand "to thinkexercise one's brain, to
discover 'the real thing', to assess the positwvesnegatives of
something".(Rahman, Matiur 2005 :24 — translated)

One can discern clear signs of change in theseefiwiks" - in their
thinking, awareness, movements, conducts, waype#lsng and in other
activities. They are much more thoughtful compacedther people in these
villages. Ever since starting this gobeshona ptssy think before taking
every action. They think how they can overcomertivaints, and are
absorbed in such thinking. In their gobeshona thsguss issues of
education of their children and their upbringingalh questions, question
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of dowry, the evils of early marriage, family wedibg, family planning, etc.
Outside the formal gobeshona sesssion they alsasdibey say, bilateral
‘gobeshona’ among themselves - with their husbawntstheir parents, with
other members of their families, about themselabsut their families,
about the society.

With and through gonogobeshona the outlook of peopthis locality has
changed. They do not consider low income as thg @alson for their
poverty. They have discovered through their regetrat people also
become poor because of lack of thinking, awareaadsknowledge.

Teenage girls have also joined the elders in gooegjoona to inquire into
different aspects of their lives. As their thinkiogened up they felt that they
have more to contribute to their family wellbeifidney have started helping
their younger siblings in their studies. As theidda the author of the study,
"We shall try to see that outsiders are not ne¢deld what we can do."
Teenage gobeshok Kalpona said on her own lackhoicding, "1 wanted to
study, but my parents did not send me to schobbhasa girl. My mother
said, “Am | not being useful to my family? Is mydtmand not feeding me?
There is no need for you to go to school." | waspde pained to hear this
from Mother."" (op cit: 30 — translated). The tegaaesearchers all decided
that they would have to discuss this question wgir parents, to convince
them that girls can also do what boys can do.

Women's empowerment

One direct result of gonogobeshona in this placedeen that women have
gained the strength to speak out. Gobeshok Dipalii Roy said; Earlier |
used to hesitate to talk before people - after dgobeshona | have got the
courage to speak. | am cleverer now - no one caathme."(op cit: 31 —
translated). They have assessed through their gobashat they have first
to improve their knowledge and wisdom so that a;theannot cheat them.
As they reported, they have discovered throughr tlgmbeshona that
"knowledge is power". Gonogobeshok Morjina of verda said,"
Previously | had no wisdom, and my husband anaivsldid not give any
importance to my words. Now doing gobeshona myamshkas opened up.
Now | can give advice to my husband on differentten® and my
importance in the family has increaseddp cit :31 — translated).

Stimulated by the activation of their thinking matgobeshok’ girls are
trying various activities to raise family income Nehpreviously they used to
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confine themselves in the kitchen and gossip alWway spare time - they are
doing vegetable gardening on homestead land, hdamtep trees, are
rearing ducks and chicken, some have purchased eogsats, many have
started knitting, some have started earning by mmgrkas housemaid in
others' houses. Besides, previously they used tdogeer wage for work

outside, and now they refuse to work for lower pay.

Gobeshok Ramna of vendipara sdi@reviously | used to eat and sleep,
now | have thinking going on in my head all theetiWhat is more, my
shyness has disappeared once | started gobeshawal Bm not shy, | do
all kinds of work. And thus working | am reducing wants. Now | am
thinking what new work | can do. Before doing gdloes | never thought
like this. Now my thinking is advancing, and orteradnother ideas are
arising in my mind.'(op cit : 33 — translated)

Previously male gobeshoks used to spend much woftime gossiping in
the bazaar. Now"Much money and time is wasted going to the bazaar.
we don't go to the bazaar unless we need &&id gobeshok Monju of
Sarkar para, addingpreviously we did not give any value to money; nav
give it value. Now we spend with great considerati%/e think a lot before
spending. This thinking we never did before dogapeshona."(op cit : 33
— translated).

Quarrels and reconciliation in the familgonogobeshoks ddksmichap
have conceptualized quarrels as a 'hole’ in thdyfdhat impedes the
family's progress. They have discussed in the dabres groups the reasons
for quarrels, the results of quarrels and how tluce quarrels. Quarrels
occur between husband and wife, between daughemimnd parent-in-
law, between children and parents. They say, "gl&bring no gain, so we
shall not quarrel any more". Rabi of Sarkara pase sfrom after she
started doing gobeshona my wife does not quarrglmare, there is a
change in her manners and thinking - previouslyasieveryday there used
to be quarrels in my family'He added:"previously my wife and her
mother-in-law used to quarrel a lot, and there waspeace in the family.
Uniting in gobeshona their patience has increased| they now discuss
together how the family can be mobilized to gebfivant. Now there is
peace in the family.'(op cit : 36 — translated).

Gonogobeshoks are now using their knowledge amditig as a ‘capital
(from which income flows), and are taking varioneame-raising initiatives
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that they had not taken previously. Many are gyimsave 10-12 taka from
their daily earnings according to their capabiititn addition to doing
vegetable farming on homestead land, many are ganoney and buying
vans (3-wheeled cycle carriers), opening shopsingahicken and ducks,
planting wild trees and fruit trees, and buyingtin phases for roofing their
rooms saving one/two fistful of rice from daily teevaiting until they have
10/12 kg of rice to be able to roof their entiremo They have also become
serious about their children's education. They wotdch harder than before.
Although these are very small enterprises thatlhaatch the eye, these are
initiatives they have taken for the first time teehtheir wants.

These general statements are supported by a nurhbase studies of the
transformation of individual gobeshoks and of tHamilies that are
reported in the study.

gonogobeshona of “untouchable™” sweeper communitseof Kushtia

Sweeper communities in the country belong to a rermadé marginalized,
so-called "missing communities” who are outside thainstream
development agendas. In addition to their matgaaderty they are socially
stigmatized as "untouchable’s" for the specifetture of their profession,
and face social discriminations that add as obefatb their economic
betterment. RIB initiated gonogobeshona with them which fitsted the
method of “interactive theatre” led by a team ofigofrom this community
previously known for their unruly conduct but whemne stimulated by the
idea of such drama. They called their ventlaer shondhaney"(in search
of enlightenment).

In the interactive drama, 'draft' scenes depictiegative incidents in the
community's life that ended with disastrous consegas were acted before
the whole community and members of the wider sggci@tviting the
audience to 'enlighten’ the drafts by way of praegosoward change. One
example of the themes was gang rape that actuafipdned to a minor girl
of the community who had committed suicide not nmgejustice from the
society or the authorities against the violatiang ¢he audience was asked to
validate the theme as depicting reality. Anothemtle was child marriage,
and the draft drama evoked a heated discussion @@ audience that
finally resolved into an animated acting by a 1atyeld girl seeking to
dissuade the young groom from taking the step afrymay an 8-year old
girl. (Guhathakurata 2007).
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This kind of drama-based gonogobeshona, and substgumore regular
gonogobeshona of members of the sweeper commuhéy was also
animated (Akhtaruzzaman et al 2006), have changéeddes to life of the
youth of this community from despondent anti-soatainduct towards
serious study and civil social conduct. The presamiter had the
opportunity to attend a presentation of the resoftéhis gonogobeshona
process to a civil society forum in Kushtia (S8004), where these youth
gonogobeshoks stood up one after another to exp@sstheir lives had
changed from a sense of hopelessness toward apamiitlook of life; and
the Senior Vice-President of the Dalit Human RigA&sociation, Dhaka
who attended the presentation gave a lengthy spaeblk end of the session
saying that his Association had struggled for yéarsnprove the condition
of dalits in Bangladesh placing demands to thearttés, but had achieved
nothing remotely near to what this gonogobeshoitative had achieved in
Six months.

The sweeper colonies of Kushtia were visited byféasor Muinul Islam in

autumn 2006 in connection of a study of RIB-supgigonogobeshona in
Bangladeesh that he is undertaking, more than tearsyafter the above
RIB-supported gonogobeshona project ended. Thewolg extracts from a
report by him speak for themselves:

"Members of a number of 'sweeper colonies' of Kiashave started their
collective gonogobeshona against social untoucialaihd ignorance using
the praxis of gonogobeshona initiated among thehhe. project started in
August 2003 and ended in July 2004. | met thoseogobeshoks in

September 2006... | had feared greatly that perhtaps years after the

project ended, the enthusiasm for gonogobeshonaalsmdended. This is
what is supposed to happen inevitably in the 'gtegalture’ in this country.

But there was some 'new learning' waiting for mereh | saw that while

gonogobeshona sessions did not take place as iy @s every week as
before, 30/40 gonogobeshoks are meeting 2/3 timesyenonth even now

to discuss their problems. No animator from outsgdpresent any more in
these sessions, but 3/4 'internal animators’ havkd meanwhile taken upon
themselves the responsibility of guiding them.
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"From gonogobeshona they have learnt to undergstatdgnorance is what
has locked them in a vicious circle. Lack of jobsiot the primary problem
of these communities. Even with their low incomaskl of food, clothing
and housing is not their major problem. They arablm to find any
workable solution of their primary problem, which social untouchability,
because of lack of the appropriate knowledge. Agdins for lack of
knowledge that they are submerged in a culture adteful spending rather
than spending their earnings on food, clothing, catian and health.
Through gonogobeshona they are searching for wdysotving their
problems, and are taking initiatives to develop lemtive unity.
Progressively, forceful position against drinkirsgeimerging. Drinking and
serving wine are progressively being dropped froegiad and religious rites.
In the schools, after a number of successful ctiMecprotests against
discriminatory behaviour people of other social egaties are being
compelled to change their outlook. Their own hoosdd are getting
progressively cleaner. They are now being servegether with other
customers in nearby hotels, but with the conditiwat they will go there as
clean people. As a result of their organised gobeghona the
municipalities of Kushtia and Kumarkhali have bderced to raise their
pays and perquisites. Local government officiaks @meating the organised
united strength of these communities with respect.

"Such positive results of gonogobeshona are céytaot to be regarded as
spectacular. But it is getting clear that the leMedwareness of the
communities as a whole is rising every day. Thesttgument of awareness
IS not confined to collective protests or makingnd@ds. In a number of the
sweeper colonies collective programmes startingnfsaving from their
meagre incomes to their own 'micro-lending’' progras have also started.
In a few places preparations are afoot toward fasgale investments
putting small savings together.

“This much is getting clear, that the struggle $ocial dignity of the harijan
communities of Kushtia has started. They are sgekieedom from the
curse of untouchability by breaking their own chafnignorance. The time
to boast of success has not yet come, but thgbtheey has started can be
said without any doubt. Leadership in this gonogbloma of the harijan
community is being given by a group of young boyd girls.

"There is another reason why it cannot yet be sdidther gonogobeshona
can make a lasting contribution to the participatdevelopment of these
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communities. A number of NGOs have started all &imaf advocacy
programmes with their own funds in this area afteming to know of these
apparent successes of the effort of RIB. This isatwhl worrisome. The
inevitable corollaries of NGO culture are 'depermerand 'expectation of
assistance.' If the expectation that funding frootsiole will become
available gets root here also, then gonogobeshdlhaat get transformed
into a self-propelled development.”

(Translation of excerpts from Islam 2007)

‘untouchable’s move forward combining gonogobeshonand the
‘kajoli pre-school model’ - story of the 'rishi's of Satkhira

Life of a number of similar “untouchable” classes/é brightened up
through gonogobeshona as by systematically getibiggther and
deliberating collectively they are realizing thatauchability is not
‘divinely' ordained but a human-made prejudice tlaat be challenged by
their collective strength. They have started ggttimobilized and are
challenging. The following account of progress lois front is worth
narrating many times over:

The “untouchable” "rishi" community in Satkhiraghilized themselves
through gonogabeshona, and among other actividesadded that the local
hotels serve them. The hotels yielded to theirectiNe pressure, but marked
their utensils separately to assure other custothatshey would not be
served in utensils used by the ‘untouchable’s| tBig was some progress —
poverty alleviation/development step ofiée rishi community then sought
to set up a pre-school on a RIB-supported "kajol&-school model that
requires 26 students in a class and each paréedaall the students in the
class one day of the monthdily Star2005). Thirteen families were found
with children of pre-school age. Coming to knowtlof vacant thirteen seats
disadvantaged Muslim families approached them nal $keeir children to

this school, but wanted that their children eatsafe food sent from their
families and not food cooked by the rishi famili@be school started in
February 2006 with this arrangement, nevertheldsg atep forward toward
integration - poverty alleviation/development step.

In a few months the final barrier dissolved - b& tthildren in the pre-school
are now sharing the same meals. Who can stopdhetauchability-
conscious' child of any family to drink from thensa glass with her
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“untouchable™ class-pal or to want to taste wikah ‘that other plate’? -
poverty alleviation/development step three

(Information at RIB.)
Gonogobeshona in the "Hunger Project" in Bangladesh

Currently, gonogobeshona under the Hunger Praggdating carried out in
eight unions of five districts Voluntary animators from the respective areas
are playing the role of animators. There are 1% sunimators working in
these unions. Over 4,000 disadvantaged women andareeinvolved in
gonogobeshana initiated in this programme.

As the co-ordinator of Hunger Project’s gonogobenshprogramme reports
(Mahmood 2006), during the past two years, the goheshoks have
created over two hundred “gono shangothans” (p&optganisations) in the
eight unions. The leaderhsips of these shangotr@ns the hands of the
gonogobeshoks themselves. The gonogobeshoks ¢latrthese are “our
organizations”: &verything here is ours; the ideas are ours, th@eyas
ours, the decisions are ours.”

The gono shangothans are born spontaneously,essilh either of
animation work by unpaid volunteers called “ujjisakstimulators) who
attend a “ujjibak-training” workshop of the Hundermoject, or by exposure
of representatives of disadvantaged people todheapt of gonogobeshona
by attending PAR workshops being organised by Rigviously many
organizations had been created in this regiontHeuteadership of the
organizations was usually in the hands of compagbtiwell-to-do
individuals with the ordinary members of the orgaions never able to
fully establish their ownership. As a result thesganisations disintegrated
over time.

As one gonogobeshok remarkeNoWw we not only move about with our
physical strength, now we think together, decidsy the power of our
minds is vast”.

"There will be no more early marriages in Muktinagar"

Gonogobeshoks of Muktinagar union, of whom aboup®&0cent are
women, (Mahmood 2005: 20) have stopped early ngasiandividually and
as a group. Several cases have been lodged atiensazi (marriage
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registrar), the Imam and the marriage broker of talgar to stop early
marriages. Altogether, between 2005 and Septentifi§ the
gonogobeshaks have stopped more than 50 earlyageasrin this union. If
arrangements were being made for early marriage semghbourer, or in
some cases the mother of the girl herself, infatmsgonogobeshoks.
Usually if the neighbouers fail to persuade theepts they call in the
gonogobeshoks. In the beginning when the gonogalisshent to stop the
early marriages, parents would be irked and ocoa#liothey even gave
threats. This no longer happens. Now, if a gonegbbk arrives, that
means that that marriage has to be stopped faioeAs the
gonogobeshoks are declarifihere will be no more early marriages in
Muktinagar.

Gonogobeshak Momena Begum has prevented sevelah@ariages. She
told the gnogobeshok programme co-ordinatbfafiy men in my area are
in favor of early marriage. Yesterday | preventee.oThe bride was 12
years old and the groom was 16 years old. Thereavas a dowry of Taka
5000 in the wedding. | stopped them. The UP (URanshad) member told
me, "This marriage is going to take place". | tbidh, "How can you give
permission? You are a man of the law. If you say/more thing in favor of
this wedding, | will lodge a case against the Kazd the marriage broker.
If you oppose me, | will lodge a case against yepwall". The UP member
admonished me and said, "What are you saying woriiémy?are you
meddling here?" | said, "The marriage broker vaél paid by both sides.
The Kazi will also get some money. | am a gonogjodile | am not here to
make money. | am here to protest against injusta@splve a problem. This
marriage will not take place. Show me the docuntentdor the bride’s age

An example of how a traditionally unassertive indual has become
outspoken by joining gonogobeshona, is the cagemdgobeshok Momena
Begum. She said,.. if | had not become a gonogobeshok, | would have
remained stupid. Let's see who can cheat me nowt d8yaa van driver
said about me that because women were going arprawenting early
marriages, the life spans of men were decreasigenN heard this | felt
very angry, brother, my head just spun. | jumpedrdé&om the van and
said to him, "Hey, fellow, stop this van! First yloave to answer, how does
the life span decrease?" When he heard my queskiergriver was
astonished. He had no answer to give. | said agé#fityou don’t know then
why do you talk? Never speak like that again. Tyenwill not be able to
drive your van along this road anymore.”
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“I am a gonogobeshak* this is how the disadvantaged people who are
involved with gonogobeshona introduce themselveave seen that most of
them feel a sense of dignity in introducing themsglthus, as they feel
pride in this identity. | wanted to know from thehgw did it feel to identify
themselves as gonogobeshak? Gonogobeshoks RongeanB®lomena
Begum, Ajeda, Morjina, Hafiza, Mukti, Momin, Enamall of them said the
same thing‘Gonogobeshana has enhanced our confidence. Thectwe
get from the villagers as gonogobeshoks is unthuleka

As an evidence of the respect gonogobeshoks anengdrom the wider
society, the Director of a local NGO addressingaference of
gonogobeshoks in Muktinagar on 22 March 2006 saidt, is quite a
departure that you are introducing yourselves alsegihoks. Respected
gobeshoks, | am extending my respect to you. | lenidtle bit about your
strength....You are now much more aware of yourtsigYou are more
vocal than anyone else in respect of claiming yayhts. Your process of
organization building and your unity are inspiring..

"We will No Longer Take Micro Credit"

According to gonogobeshak Enamul Hae are using our own money for
ourselves. We do not have to have our hand outsieet asking otherfor
money. This is protecting our self-respect. No a@n humiliate us
anymore." Using their own savings has increasen theome, has created
new self-employment. Thus the need for the gonogjaties to obtain micro-
credit at high interest rates from NGOs has deeckabhey are familiar with
many stories of bankruptcy by taking loans from NG& high rates of
interest. The gonogobeshok comment®de shall not take micro-credit any
more:ﬁ. They even stated, "We will stop micro-créditn operating in our
area.

Gonogobeshoks of Muktinagar are asserting thehtsigo public services
which were previously denied them. As an exampdep@e gonogobeshok
Omar Ali recounted, 1 did not get service from the government hospital
even though | was a muktijoddha...But after we bexa gonogobeshosk
they cannot derpive us any more. Last month...6me went to get medicine
for diarrhea. Without listening to him properly the doctor juskad him to
take some liquid medicine from the drum. He didtake it. When he told
me of this | went to the hospital with him and askehy have you given him
medicine without hearing him properl?’. He asked faee you a doctor?’ |
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told him, ‘Talking like this will not do. Give prep medicine.” He asked me
to get out. | returned with other gonogobeshoks askked, ‘why aren’t you

giving medicine...?” He got very irritated...We qadeaned in thepolice

station, in the district headquarters. After oneydae called us and gave
medicine. Not only did he give us medicine, novedraes every Friday at
10 a.m. at the three-way junction to our villageddsiows the horn of his
Honda, and listens if someone needs treatmentsiail problems he gives
medicine on the spot, otherwise he asks the patego to the hospital. He
has been totally straightened up.”

Going back to post-independence days: Ad-hoc '‘Gonofeshona’ for
distribution of meagre relief materials

We shall conclude this account of experiences ohogobeshona in
Bangladesh by recounting the case ofaahhoc challenge to extremely
distressed people to collectively deliberate upod alentify those among
them who were the most deserving to obtain hopkylaeadequate relief
materials during a severe flood in Bangladesh - asecof ad-hoc
gonogobeshona.

During the severe flood in the country in 1974 whieas followed by
a serious famine condition, the present writerdedlief team of
students and teachers of Dhaka University, whichtw@a number of
villages inBrahmanbariadistrict to do relief work. Low-income
people of the flood-affected villages there hadnbeehout food for
days, and whatever food and other relief matenaldad taken there
was a drop in the ocean. | decided that distrilmuibsuch scarce
relief to these starving people should be donéogais but by the
people themselves. As hundreds of villagers, iffitsevillage where
we anchored our boat, rushed to us in mad scrafobtelief rice, |
invited them to collectively identify the most steng among them to
qualify for relief. Elders pushed their childrenus, pleading that they
had been starving for two, three or four daysld them that there
might be some child starving for four days, anduitho't they point at
him/her first?

Slowly the villagers turned, and started vigorousiguing among
themselves about who needed relief most ['gonoduyes in our
language today]. Then some of them identified @mailly as the

worst victim of the flood. | invited the entire evd to debate this
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proposal and inquire if there was a worse suffefamgily, and to
recommend to us unanimously about the first famvidyshould help.
In the end we had a unanimous recommendation, anfirst ration
was given to that family. Then | asked for the rfaxnily we should
help, and got a unanimous recommendation agairhéled only
four families in that village in this way, and theaid we had so little
relief materials that we had to go to some othkage with the rest,
and asked them if they would show us which othkages we should
go to where there was acute suffering. The villagdl cooperated,
and we left them, most of them but the four farsilee had helped
left starving. And the villagers all came to thee and blessed us
for our mission to help the neediest.

This experience in all its sequences was exagblgated in three
other villages.

In one village a well-to-do villager invited our ole team — about
twenty — to take lunch at his house: were we noghyand tired
doing relief work like this all morning? As he kgpstering us | said
finally, "Aren't you ashamed of yourself? If you have swpbod in
your house shouldn't you not be helping your fektavving villagers
rather than treating us who you know are well feditie man kept
quiet and followed us throughout our search invilage for starving
families. When we were done and were alightinghmat he came to
us and said; you are exceptional people — may God bless your
mission."

In another village | called all the women to téktn we had only two
sareedo give in their village, and asked their helpdentifying
whom we should give them. The first reaction fréma village women
who rushed at us, again, was to claisageefor oneself, showing
one's totally tatteredareethrough which the body showed
embarrassingly. | asked if they knew of some groyrmirl who
could not come out even to show this because sthadthing on at
all, and if so wouldn't they as her aunts recomntsardor help first?
The woman nearest to us who had been pleadingsantyg for a
saree hung her head and turned and twisted the edgershreethis
way and that as if dialoguing with two sides ofdadf, and finally
said "there are two girls in the yonder huts who hae¢hing on and
cannot come out — you give the sarees to themnbtiwvant any."
The other women also hung their heads and agreddy@ job was
done." (Rahman 2004b, section 4). And the job —adrestribution
of extremely meagre relief materials under mostelguistressed
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conditions - was done in the most humane way coabé that could
not have been achieved if the external relief tbachtaken it upon
itself to decide on the relief recipients.

3. Insights on the notion of poverty, the role of kowledge in overcoming
poverty, and on development philosophy

The notion of poverty

The dominant view of poverty as inability to mes so-called "basic needs
of subsistence" has converged into a "dollar-a-dayd of measure to
facilitate international comparison. One of theyrst known critics of

such subsistence view of poverty was Poet-philosolabindranath
Tagoré . As an active crusader against poverty Fathersiftsii has also
challenged this view by emphasising the questiontehsely humiliating
social status of the 'poor’, a questiomomandignity and lack of fellowshjp
as a priority to be addressed. The ATD Movementaiss emphasised the
creative and artistic urges of humans as imporiaatls to be addressed
viewing poverty also as a holistic question not aatee to prioritising of
fundamental human neetfs Manfred Max-Neef and his Chilean colleagues
(Max-Neef 1989) have also emphasised the espetiaityan urges for
creativity, beauty love etc. to be addressed iretbgment thinking. RIB in
its vision for its own work on poverty along withet present writer, have
also emphasised the creative and aesthetic urdgashwns, rejecting the
dominant 'basic-subsistence-needs' thinking onnppas a "livestock view
of humans" that smacks of a "cheap labour idedlofgevelopment
(Research Initiatives, Bangladesh 2003; Rahman&004

The examples of people's initiatives in Bangladasiply support the above
alternative viewpoint on poverty. They illustratiest, that even extremely
low-income people trade-off at the margin higheome for social dignity
that counts one as human. The conditions of manyevoin Bangladesh
struggling not only for physical survival but al&w a life of honour and
dignity, the "untouchable™ communities in Bangésh, the blind singer
opting to sacrifice security of food from beggimg the dignity of
community respect are poignant and eloquent tesiigsdo this. In addition
to dignity as a fundamental human urge, the exasrgdl demonstrate the
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creative and aesthetic urges that distinguish timeam from other known
species.

The writer has been personally asked the questivon’t these people,
economically very poor with whatever other urgesads and urges they
have, nevertheless, need food first?” Quite a pyzatieed, to decide which
need comes first if needs must be ranked hieraatthicAnd this is where
the failure to understand the holistic nature efvbry basic human needs
has occurred. As Max Neet al clarified this puzzle:
“no need is,per se, more important than any other;....Simultaneities,
complementarities and trade-offs are characteidtibe system’s behaviour.
There are, however, limits to this generalizatidmre-systemic threshold must
be recognized, below which the feeling of a certlprivation may be so severe,
that the urge to satisfy the given needy paralyzeand overshadow any other
impulse or alternative...But such a situation do@shold true only in the case of
subsistence. It is equally relevant in the casatloér needs."

(Max Neefet al1989: p 44jtalics added).

Indeed, ask if the threshold for a starving womtered a bowl of rice — for
herself and/or for her starving infant - in exchargr herhonour, is the rice
bowl or her honour. Can it be different for diffatevomen, and even for the
same woman at different times facing such intensagy painfully,
competitive choices, depending on where the ‘parsllgtrikes her at the
particular moment of choice? Or consider the cdsehapless woman
divorced illegally by verbal declaration of the basad and then, even after
the husband repents and calls her back, forceested fundamentalist
interests to go through the barbaric system oféhfl- i.e. to sleep with
another temporary ‘husband’ before she can retutret original partner -
can her poverty be alleviated simply by higher meowithout entitlement to
the most basic honour and dignity as a woman? Amat vg the measure of
the mental paralysis of the child girl being saceifl in early marriage with
her whole life’s dream destroyed, with the prospddieing physically
devastated by bearing children one after anotlesd ar alive, without even
proper medical care, and then facing divorce byands who seek newer,
healthier, ‘preys’? Finally, for the starving “wnichable™ in Kushtia or
Satkhira denied basic human dignity by way of bélmgwn out of a village
hotel for belonging to the community of a particldgonomic profession
that is even indispensable for the society — capredict the nature of his
‘paralysis’ at that particular moment?
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Or, to relax with a ‘fever’ rather than ‘paralysis/hat will be the choice of a
possessed painter, between a better-paid job thagive her little time for
painting, versus a lower-paid job that will giver i®epe she may some day
give an exhibition at Dhaka? And doesn’t the rimerand rain-soaked
Bangladesh, and such bewitching company of natuagy country,
produce natural poets and singers who would n@& gpscomposing and
singing ferrying boats in the countryside notwidmting the low earnings
from such job? An income-poor mother would and ¢sasrifice calories
for herself to finance her child's education, a@he were given sufficient
income to buy the ‘basic needs kit’ for herselfrehevould be constant
leakagedrom her kit to buy her child's school books. Aswime mothers of
the "kajoli model” pre-schools are saying that eh¢heir motivation to
send their kids to school is that this raises th&us of their families, poor
and slighted as they are in the community (Maqst2b: p 3). Women of
very low-income families are joining hands to s&tla a fistful of rice a day
from their meagre food stock not merely for a bregtsonomic future but
more basically in a search for security and selédrination in a very
oppressive male-dominated culture. And finallygiee a macro example of
historical moment, the independence struggle ofgizatesh as of other
nations has shown people forgetting their mat@aakrty to fight and die
for national self-determination as that is whee ‘tharalysis’ has struck at
the final moment of reckoning.

Thus a linear approach to the question of poveitly & ‘nourishment-and-
‘capability’-first and fulfillment of human urgestér’ is inconsistent with
human behaviougven at extremely low levels of incoméfhat is,

therefore, called for is an attack on poverty aatsack on deprivation of the
opportunity for satisfaction of fundamental humagas, taking all such
urges together as a comprehensive concern.

people's knowledge and thinking, and 'gonogobeshoha

Completely ignored in the dominant poverty disceussalso the role of
people's own knowledge and thinking as a forcever@oming their poverty
and in promoting their development. Wresinski hiaeig fundamental
importance to this in his very profound and origiaiculation of this
theme in his 1980 address to the Committee of Spstsi at the UNESCO
with years of work and thinking behind it. Thisrtking also coincides with
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the ideological viewpoint of the Participatory Ras®# movement
mentioned earlier.

As illustrated in this paper, spontaneq@a®ple's collective praxis is a
natural activity of disadvantaged people in respdoscontingencies of their
lives. Experience of the 'gonogobeshona’ work RiBthas initiated in
Bangladesh and which the Bangladesh Hunger Prisj@tto carrying
forward to stimulate autonomous inquiries by thegle themselves, fully
supports Wresinski's views on the role of peoidetswvledge in overcoming
their poverty. Disadvantaged people of Bangladeshdentifying with the
term ‘gonogobeshona’ very readily. In fact, asftakl experiences show,
the term itself is giving the people a sense dlustand empowerment with
which they are asserting their thinking and righ¢sa-vis other quarters in
relation to which they previously had a sense fdriority

And the results speak for themselves. They shost, that many among the
disadvantaged and deprived have surrendered khekirig to either their
economic masters or to the so-called educated atie &ppeared to be
successful in their lives, or to 'fate' having d®e fatalists at their condition
of perpetual poverty and lives of indignity. Irettvords of Wresinski, their
thinking itself has become, as it were, "paralyz&¥condly, processes of
gonogobeshona have reactivated or stimulated thkitly of disadvantaged
people given to despondency or not thinking thestbAs some
gonogobeshoks in Bangladesh narrate their own &qus, gonogobeshona
has "removed the rust from their brain", in theglaage of a Sri Lankan
village coir yarn producer who had participate@ ipeople's self-research
process (Tilakaratna 1987: 8).

The re-activation or stimulation of people's thimkthrough gonogobeshona
and its impact on people's lives are impressivendgobeshona is
stimulating both individual and collective self#king of the disadvantaged.
As the study of gonogobeshona in Nilfamari repatsjogobeshoks now
"think before taking every action". Collective tking is generating
organizational awareness for both economic advaeneand struggle for
rights. The gonogobeshok groups are improving tom@mic management
of whatever resources they themselves have, reglwastage of money
(e.g. through gambling) and time (whiling it awaytihe bazaar), and are
initiating various new activities individually amllectively to raise their
incomes. Awareness against others cheating theising. Many people's
groups formed through gonogobeshona are initisgangng and loan
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programmes even with their meagre incomes not gaiought of taking
such initiatives before. Organised gonogobeshomalgs are
undertaking pressure-group activities and are régm successes,
e.g. for equal pay for women labour vis-a-vis mikour, gaining
access to public services (e.g. health care) presiyodenied
because of their low social status etc.

On the non-economic front, impressive mobilizatidiwvomen is taking
place against early marriage of girls. Gonogobeahemeducing family
guarrels which are giving way to reasoned discussid/omen engaged in
gonogabeshonare coming out of their traditional inhibition $peak out in
public and to do what previously was viewed as “im&vork”. Their status
in the family is rising as they are contributingnaao family income, and
they are giving views on family issues with betéiculation and reasoning
than before. Overall respect for gonogobeshonapgrérom the wider
community and from officials is rising.

A special emphasis of RIB has been to animate galmeghona among
communities regarded by the wider society as ‘uchable’s’, a treatment
that they had for ages accepted as their fate. Smcimunities engaged in
gonogobeshona are now engaged in organised resdaitheir social
exclusion with a renewed awareness of their riglgdcial dignity, at the
same time improving their own civic culture thatllgone down frustrated
by their social exclusion and which had reinfortieel attitude of the broader
society toward them. (While progress is visibleg study has given a note
of caution about these communities falling into tfag of the prevailing
"NGO culture" that might disorient them toward segkdependence-
creating assistance).

When the people thus get truly engaged in makieg thwn inquiries it is
found that they feel a special pride for havingelgobeshona' themselves,
and thereby directly feel an empowerment vis-astiers - including

village leaders, local government officials, etto be able to say and assert
that 'we are gonogobeshoks', thus recovering slegise of self-dignity as
against previous feelings of inferiority vis-a-tie 'educated'. This is
undoubtedly an important step toward improvinguhequal 'knowledge
relations' in the society that constitute parthaf structural domination over
the disadvantaged.
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With all such gains, a new awareness among thelvhs@aged is emerging
from some of these gonogobeshona initiativegherprimacy of collective
thinking by the disadvantaged themselves as a pea#eviating resource,
insofar as they can thereby manage their privad@@uies better, find new
avenues for individual and collective initiatives further economic
advancement, and understand and take strategiesiimnt injustices
against them to which they had previously submitida parallel with
privileged quarters of the society giving precedgtaccollective thinking in
seminars, conferences and workshops before amirtaufate action plans is
immediate.

To conclude, people's knowledge and thinking ateessed as dynamic
forcefloating like a raft as it were in an ocean agathe tides of the
dominant knowledge structure, sometimes floatingvabwater, sometimes
making its way forward, sometimes going under wateesponse to
adverse structural tides, a raft that is emergmgraassertive power
following processes of gonogobeshona. The Banglad&perience
unmistakably supports Wresinski's thinking that

"All human beings and groups are researchers, sgékilependence through
understanding themselves and their situation satlieg control their destiny
rather than submitting and being afraid",

and that
"every act of thinking can become an act of perklimeration”.

This points to the need, in addition to its immeéeliele in poverty
alleviation, for considering another element of lammnights for all - i.e.
opportunity and resources for gonogobeshona, abdlty'-raising right by
itself at par with formal schooling which is ratHate in the day for most
disadvantaged adults

The role of outside knowledge

As Wresinski has observed, people’s knowledge neetds developed —
from the raft to a strong and stable vessel - talile to advance against
adverse tides. Formal science can help in thatedind need to come in the
service of the disadvantaged, lasta comrade and not as a mastne of
the best examples of this is the comradeship egtkébg Agricultural Block
Officer Mr. Motiur Rahman ithuhorwho has brought to landless extreme
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poverty groups scientific knowledge for productuse of every inch of
homestead land and for producing organic fertihzbich have transformed
the economic fortunes of these groups. In manyrotiiages scientific
personnel are advising low-income peasants in nmo@&ming and other
technology, on their own initiative or at the iratibn of the peasants. In
fact, disadvantaged people have a right to acbeswliole world of science
and technology for advancement of their economigslias well as an input
in the process of their knowledge and personaliiidbng, butin a relation
of equality and self-determination which the carriers of modern science
and technology will not impose upon them as 'sagpgrbut will bring such
knowledge to them for their consideration. Suchtreh of equality and
self-determination presupposes prior activatioprotesses of people's own
thinking and assertion thereof which are strengtddsy gonogobeshona.
This is the way to "help [people's] knowledge toelep” as invoked by
Wresinski - by animating people's self-researchianiing scientific
knowledge to hold people's hand not with a complesuperiority but in
true comradeship’

The final challenge of animation
Wresinsky has given us what may be consideredeaBrthl challenge of

animation, in the following words:

"We could of course imagine another type of reMolytmore usual in world
history, which would involve the poor organisingthselves in order to seize
power from the rich and put themselves in theic@ldut who then guarantees
that the poor man, as a rich man tomorrow, wouldrpebetter than the rich man
of today?...

"The present situation of the most excluded anch#eessary transformation of
society in their favour must not make us forges tiew risk: that the poor in their
turn may seek to oppress and destroy men. ...

"our ideal is not only to be constantly close te goorest, but also to identify
ourselves with everything within them that is trutve and justice, ..."

A response to this challenge to the ideology ofcadocial change is
contained in the results of the experiment in meaglief distribution in
some Bangladesh villages during the flood and fanoinl974, asking the
acutely starving people to take charge of thiseasibility invoking their
deepest humanity, as recounted in the last acaouné previous section.
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#4. On the goal of humanity and the philosophy of deelopment

The modern poverty discourse is a relatively repéetnomenon generated
by the failure of 'development’ efforts since WoNr 1l to lift the teeming
masses of the world out of inhuman poverty andidapon. The dominant
poverty discourse has conceptualized poverty ielgweconomic terms.
Even apart from the absurd 'livestock’ view of poyéhat is current in
much of this discourse, preoccupation with econgmoiegerty has detracted
from the non-economic dimensions of poverty likaideof basic human
dignity and overlooking the human urge for creagtaesthetic and
intellectual pursuits, and from the comprehensiaire of the totality of
these urges that cannot be ranked in order ofipesand call for a holistic
view of poverty that is to be overcome. Living astithe deprived people
and with his deeply insightful observations Wrekirsas been among the
first intellectual-activists to challenge this dorant view of poverty, and has
also been among the first to put the question ofAkedge relations on the
table. The Bangladesh experiences fully suppaostgbint of view.

However, irrespective of whether dominant naticarad international
governance structures take the linear or the holstw of poverty, it
remains unlikely that poverty in most countriedl e eradicated in the life
time of many generations to come. Even if the @wational and
international structures willed this - and the tembgy is certainly there -
the human task for a mass of 'cadres’, who are@lse available, boggles
the mind. And until this can be accomplished withihme span for which
people can wait co-operatively, the question remairfulfillment in the
lives of those millions whose 'poverty' will not beadicated in their
lifetime. This is the problem that | have termed elsewhsrthe problem of
the "other half of the glass" (Rahman 2006) thoke &t any time remain in
poverty with only a small statistical chance to eoouit of it in their lifetime
l.e. those whose un-fulfillment from life remaingjaestion that must also be
addressed.

As the saying goes, "Man/woman does not live feadralone". While
everyone has a right to be well fed and well housed develops specific
personal urges through one's very personal evolatidife whose
satisfaction gives one the deepest fulfillménthus, the life of the blind
singer of battala village can be elevated by aatarmmunity recognition of
his talent that could improve his earnings as whké;village artist dreaming
of giving an exhibition in Dhaka could be helpedattaining this greatest
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fulfillment of his life; the yoghurt seller who clolinot go to school himself
for lack of money to buy books built a library s&yithe proceeds of yoghurt
sale to lend books for other needy boys and girtisovillage, can be
helped in thus seeking his fulfillment by generdosations of spare books
by the wider society; abandoned women sacrifich@grtown 'basic needs'
to help their children forward with school educatia a life of constant
terror for themselves amidst rapacious male eyakldm®e helped by
community mobilization for protection of their hamp and the physically
challenged daring to accomplish the impossiblelmhelped by community
support and acclaim for their courage and valustead of condemning
them as “disabled” and putting them in charitabsitutions.

'‘Poverty alleviation' of the disadvantaged by wagmpreciating and
supporting and giving a hand to the creative arhi@l pursuits,
‘community caring' actions and bids to face thel lndnallenges of their life,
of those who may not be able to cross the 'povanyin their lifetime but
who from their own life-evolutions have set otheaty for themselves in
which they are seeking fulfillment, are possibl@ay stage of a society's
development. Such support can help toward attaibwfemhat Aristotle
termed 'entelechy’ dself-realization'of such persond- irrespective of
progress in the satisfaction of their material seddhe need for social
mobilization in this direction, to show that evergrson counts and deserves
a hand in comradeship, right today, in his-her ¢wahfor self-realization, as
a complement to long run strategies for raisingppes incomes and
‘capabilities’, is paramount.

In fact, great social philosophers have not askegdverty alleviation as
the goal of mankind. Tagore has viewed the human Wwith the urge to do
the impossibl&, and to him happiness comes from fulfilling orersativity
rather than from alleviation of one's povertiMarx has likewise wanted the
‘revolution’ so that the working class can crest®wn history Mao ze
Dong after the Chinese Revolution did not say @f@iha would now solve
its problem of poverty, but said that "China hasodtup” and would, like
the "foolish old man" in the ancient Chinese fabieove the mountain®.
And self-realization has been achieved by peopleutih great sacrifices
participating in national liberation struggles andgocial revolutions,
including the independence struggle of Bangladestfor alleviation of
personal poverty but for a much greater human cause

The indivisibility of humanity
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This brings us to the final point in this tribute loseph Wresinski, on the
indivisibility of humanity A philosophy of development has been expounded
by Amartya Sen, espousing the expansion of "indi@idreedom” as the
foundational concept of development (Sen 1999). iEoaly speaking, this
overlooks that human beings have a mix of 'indigitland ‘collective'
identity developed and moulded through the evotutbone's life in the
laps of family, neighbours, wider community, sogjetcology, and through
life's journey in collaboration with such broadetiges. In the specific
Bangladesh context the many examples of collectiviatives of the
disadvantaged to advance their lives show thds Ifituations bring humans
together for collective efforts that dilutes or evdissolves one's sense of
individual identity, and it would be odd to aslsifch initiatives are
‘promoting individual freedom' and hence whethevédopment is taking
place'! The'save yourself, save otherslbgan that made the fish revolution
in lliotganj comes very naturally to people suffegripoverty together. And
examples of 'selfless’ service to community inalgdihe ecology from well-
to-do and disadvantaged people alike are too maBangladesh as in
many other countries.

Indeed, the highest ideal of humanity has beenrereshdecades back in the

Universal Declaration of Human Rights:
"Everyone has duties to the community in whiclmalthe free and
full development of his personality is possib{@tticle 29).

And as Joseph Wresinski said,

"it is not just the individual person but humanitsy/aawhole which is indivisible,
linked by one and the same destiny."

With today's awareness the "community” or "humarnigludes the whole
ecology, and let this view of the human missiorii@®motto of the
development philosophy of humankind.

5. Conclusion

Wresinski had essentially two messages for the ppaéscourse. One, that
poverty is a comprehensive notion of deprivatiofth ack of dignity as its
core indicator. Two, assertion and developmenteoite's own knowledge
and thinking is a key to unlocking the door to @gening poverty. The
experiences of disadvantaged people of Bangla@éshgttheir own
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initiatives in facing and moving through povertyiytsupport this point of
view. The dominant poverty discourse is bypasbuwit) these messages and
Is taking a narrow linear, economistic view of paydhat overlooks the
essential nature of human suffering from poverat td multi-dimensional,
and is also missing an essential tool for addrggsaverty, i.e. liberating the
thinking power of the disadvantaged. A poverty dadelopment discourse
based on these parameters leads to questions elbgevent philosophy,
human values and one's responsibility to humahdy we have discussed.

Annex:

Key guotes from Joseph Wresinski on poverty and pgie's knowledge

On poverty

1. "The violence of contempt and indifference ceegioverty, because it leads
inexorably to exclusion, to the rejection of onennbg another. It imprisons the poor man

in a spiral of events which grinds him down andtags him."

2. "The constant derivation of the fellowship ohet men, which brightens people's
lives and reassures them, condemns his mind toroes¥, restricts his heart with
worry, anxiety and mistrust and destroys his soul."

3. "l saw seasonal laborers also invited to a nmma#lseated at a different plac€hey
came from the rudimentary lodgings lent to themyofdr the duration of their
contract, to sit at the foot of the main table, wd@nly soup was served, while the
guests at the farmer’s side were getting a full thea

4. "For the very poor tell us over and over agdiattman’s greatest misfortune is not
to be hungry or unable to read, nor even to be aithwork. The greatest misfortune
of all is to know that you count for nothing, toettpoint where even your suffering is
ignored." (The Very Poor..).

5. " Extreme poverty results when the lack of basicurity simultaneously affects
several aspects of people's lives..." (Wreseidskl.987. Grande pauvrete et Precarite
Economique et sociale. rapport du Conseil EconoengjuSocialJournal officiel de la
Republique francaisd?aris Translated in Attacking extreme Poverty p 25).

6. "it is not acceptable to give priority to “fobasic rights” (food, water, health and
shelter), “understood as the necessary and edsemianum for survival that facilitates
the exercise of the other rights to which all hurbamgs are entitled.”.. Human rights
encompass more than the right to survival: their igithat all human beings live in
dignity."
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On people's knowledge

7. "l want to remind you this morning of the rodéeen the duty, of all those dedicated to
scientific research on poverty to make a placel feer Knowledge Which The Poor And
The Excluded Themselves Have Of Their Conditiornyd®el that, to give it pride of

place because it is unique and indispensableallfiryou should help this knowledge to
develop.”

8." [researchers] did not regard [people's knowdgdg autonomous componeritsbe
pursued by and for the authors themselves. Schglackly turned them into the object
of their own research; they regarded these compgsmansources of information to be
used for their own purposes, rather than as equallgl research projects, as supporting
subjects and not objects of exploitation. They h&wesome extent, subordinated these
components to their own exploration as outside ess of the life of the poor and the
actions undertaken with them. Thus, they have detea knowledge, which did not
belong to them, from its own goal. More seriouiise researchers have often,
unintentionally and unwittingly, upset or even pyzad the thinking of their
interlocutors.”

9. "Each person thinks, knows, and strives to wtdad in order to achieve his or her
own goal. Since their thinking is oriented to thatl, every act of thinking can become
an act of personal liberation."

10. "All human beings and groups are researcheesirsg independence through
understanding themselves and their situation sathieg control their destiny rather tha
submitting and being afraid.”

=)

11. "their request is notExplain to us,” but rather;'Help us to think.” "
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! Das gupta (2004:33)

% The author owes to some personal experiencesbéordmning the term 'poor’ to refer to people ingotyw
many of whom have sterling human qualities by whineky deserve to be addressed. (Rahman 2004b,
section 12). See also Sachs.(1992:161) for arriexyoe of calling the Tepitans of Mexico “poor” to
which they objected.

® For more details see
http://mail.google.com/mail/?realattid=0.1&attid=0.1&disp=vah&view=att&th=110f
4ef3d8627255

* During a visit of the author with some other catiaes of RIB to the sweeper community of Kushtia we
were told that a youth from the community manageget an LLB degree and got a job with an NGO, only
to be sacked after three months upon revelatidrissfommunity identity!

® The unions of Muktinagar, Jumarbari, Ghuridaha dddkhali of Gaibandha, Kolkondo of Rangpur,
Shardaha of Rajshahi, Arongghata of Khulnha and kika& of Netrokona district.

®For a study of the operation of micro-credit in Bilesh see Ahmad (2007).

" Other examples of successful pressure-group tiesivif gonogobeshona groups are being reportad., f
example, women gonogobeshoks of Baishyopara anddpana in sonaray union in Nilfamari district have
succeeded in getting VGP cards allocated in faebtine most needy in their areas through mobilized
pressure on the Union Council Chairman againsptleailing practice of card allocation to those vdao
bribe the Council Members. (Ali 2006:29-30).

8 "The humanness of the human is not in merely dirggis. Civilization consists of transcending mere
subsistence.(Tagore 190811

° Tagore also said thétreation of beauty is the highest trait of the lurh( Bandopadhya$995:277)

19 Tagore cited the example of a student[in a villdggtting school who had done
beautiful artwork on a piece of cloth. Her teach#rsught that she would be encouraged
and benefited if they bought it at a good priceatitey the proposal for its sale the girl
said "l shall not sell it". Shall we slight as uss$ this joy of creation which is more
valuable than anything elseXBandopadhya$995:277)

M The guestion is germane also to decide when ancetitemnal ideas and knowledge supposed to be of
value to the people are to be taken to them. Vdhaeeded is not withholding external thinking, kiezlge
and experience from them but to be sensitive aghemn these may be introduced to them for their
consideration and in what manner, so as not taakeor overpower them with apparent 'superioions
but to help them develop their own position ondhecerned issues in careful self-consideration of
external knowledge and thinking on the issues. Médnsains a rather sensitive task, on which the svofd
Kahlil Gibran cannot be surpassed:

“No man can reveal to you aught but that whiclkeady lies half asleep in the dawning of your

knowledge.

If he [the teacher/animator] is indeed wise he dagdid you enter the house of his wisdom, but
rather leads you to the threshold of your own nii{@ibran 1983: 67).
To develop the proper sensitivity on this questoras to judge the 'threshold’ of the people's ftnd
acquainting them with relevant outside wisdom axpeeence is the most important challenge for the
(external) animator, on which his/her success amyating true empowerment of the disadvantaged,
developing their indigenous knowledge as well aodting and recreating knowledge generated
elsewhere, depends.

12 Great insight on this question is obtained indtuey of the recently filmed "King of Masks", theeeset
performer in Sichuan in China in the nineteen idrtwith outstanding talents who in very shablmsdr
still enjoyed high regard as a member of an elatefnity, and rejected an offer of a decent johriropera
troupe because it was a tradition in his familyt tha secrets of his art could be passed on ordy toeir in
the family. Nothing gave him greater fulfilment emhe, finally, found a child to adopt as his gth the
help of a kindly prince. See website review offilra in http://www.ebertfest.com/three/3king_rev.htm
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13 a term that has also been used by Abraham Mastbaugh in the framework of conceived hierarchy of
needs, and is being actively used by the "humaengiel” movement.
(http://www.answers.com/topic/entelechy

14 *Outwardly the species is thrown naked, armourlasd weak in all respects while its
soul is freed to fly. Elated by the joy of thisellem it cries out: 'l shall do the
impossible! - meaning | shall not accept that whas been happening all the time will
continue to happen — what does not happen will higapen"(Tagore 1921."The Call of
Truth”: 320-321)

15“the [material] poverty problem is not so importarit is the problem of unhappiness
that is the great problem. Happiness may not coenpth wealth..., but it is creative,
therefore it has its own share of riches withirelitsS Quote from Tagore ifMitra 1989:
106)

42



