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NGOs have become the new fetish of development, promoted by the World Bank, Western powers and governments. Despite NGOs’ liberal do-gooder image international development NGOs, in reality, systematically undermine the autonomy and agency of the people they are helping. Thus they tend to create a psychological, informational and monetary dependence which further perpetuates systemic global inequities. This is true not only for agencies such as Oxfam and the Save the Children, but also for the most radical of NGOs, those that are highly conscious of the work they do and are self-critical of undermining the self-activity among the people they seek to “empower”. However, there is a theoretical alternative, one which hears the voices of the people and seeks to genuinely encourage democratic actions of the poor. The issue of aid, charity and donating needs to be reshaped and approached altogether differently.

“In the days of old-fashioned colonialism, the metropolitan powers sent
 their officials to live in Africa and directly run the colonies. Today they 
do so indirectly through NGOs… they are Africa’s new colonizers…”


--Julie Hearn, “African NGOs: The New Compradors?”

In the recent years, international NGOs have been taking on a stronger role in leading development initiatives and planning strategies. NGOs have become the new fetish of development, promoted by the World Bank, Western powers and national governments. With their greater impact, some critics have begun to question whether their role is actually a positive one. Despite NGOs’ liberal do-gooder image, aiding the hungry and the poor, international development NGOs, in reality, systematically undermine the autonomy and agency of the people they are helping. Thus they tend to create a psychological, informational and monetary dependence which further perpetuates systemic global inequities. 

NGOs’ continuation, indeed their reason for being and their financial well-being relies on the occurrence of continual catastrophes and crises. This is true not only for agencies such as Oxfam and the Save the Children, but also for the most radical of NGOs, even those that are highly conscious of the work they do and are self-critical about their potential impact in perpetuating dependency and undermining the self-activity among the people they seek to “empower”. However, there is a theoretical alternative, one which challenges the fetish of NGOs, hears the voices of the people and seeks to genuinely encourage democratic actions of the poor. The alternative goes beyond what most view currently as radical and replacing the idea of NGOs working to empower others. The issue of aid, charity and donating needs to be reshaped and approached altogether differently. 

Working with radical NGOs in the US, those that are critical of development NGOs, I became aware that I still used the same language and concepts as traditional NGOs. I decided that only by working with people on a daily basis, could I work out an alternative. I spent three months working alongside and interviewing many different groups in Cape Town and Durban in South Africa. One such group that I worked with extensively was Abahlali baseMjondolo, a Durban shackdwellers social movement organization founded in 2005. Currently representing over 30,000 shackdwellers, I was lucky enough to interview some of the key members of the movement and get their input. In the end, however, while I am critical of NGO discourse, I nevertheless am susceptible to that same discourse. Though I am an activist-thinker I keep at the back of my head the philosopher Antonio Gramsci’s advice, that “it is a philosophy that has been liberated (or is attempting to liberate itself) from any unilateral and fanatical ideological elements; it is consciousness full of contradictions, in which the philosopher himself understood both individually and as an entire social group, not only grasps the contradictions, but posits himself as an element of the contradiction and elevates this element to a principle of knowledge and therefore of action" (404). I hope to continue to recognize my own place in the contradictions, and see my research as a jumping off point in that investigation.

Introduction

Due to the well-intentioned reputation that NGOs have received, criticism of their programs and initiatives are hard to come by. As Julie Hearn puts it, “criticism [of NGOs] remains an outside perspective in a relatively hegemonic discourse… surprisingly under-theorized” (Hearn: 2007, 1097). However recently, the United Nations has picked up the debate noting that, “a key criticism leveled at Western funded and headquartered NGOs working overseas is that they impose their own interests and agendas on people” (Bendell, 10). In doing so, they stifle the ability of people to speak for themselves and claim the expertise to speak on behalf of them. “It is clear to us,” in a Abahlali press release opinion, “that everyone wants to speak and act in the name of the poor but that very, very few organizations are willing to speak to the poor” (Abahlali baseMjondolo Press Release: 2007). These issues are only the surface of the negative impact that international NGOs have had, “they are the new missionaries clearing the way for big foreign capital” (Hearn: 2007, 1100).

Civil society organizations (CSOs) are thought to exist in a middle ground; apart from governments and from the domestic sphere, yet helping to link the two more closely (Co-operative for Research and Education, 6). Part of CSOs are Community Based Organizations (CBOs), Non-profit Organizations (NPOs) and Grassroots Organizations (GROs). The difference between them is in the level at which they incorporate the people who their organization is geared towards aiding. In the United States, they are generally called NPOs, however in South Africa a distinction is frequently made between CBOs and GROs. In the end, both GROs and CBOs boast their more direct approach to aid, getting more involvement from the aid recipients themselves, making the distinction between these organizations greatly blurred in that there are little criteria for what organizations qualify as which type. Here, NGOs are defined as any organization that operates in civil society and bring it closer to the needs, rights and problems of people and their personal lives. This includes all CBOs, GROs and NPOs. What are referred to as international NGOs are those organizations that originated in the postcolonial North hemisphere and have development sites in the South.  

Birth and Rise of NGOs, CSOs and all the other acronyms

“In the current global context [NGOs] are primarily led through the World Bank’s strategist moves towards becoming a knowledge bank that tends to harmonize further coherence between its policies and those of the International Monetary Fund,, the World Trade Organization and donors which means the seduction of massive funding, scholarships, consultancies, and endless NGO-organized workshops and conferences, all with the direct aim of using ‘the market penetration strategies of the private sector’ to capture extant movements of the poor and create others under the guise of ‘strengthening civil society’.” 


  
-- Richard Pithouse, “Solidarity, Co-Option and Assimilation”

In the 1980s, the growth of NGOs exploded, Kenya being a prime example of this expansion. In the 1980s, the number of foreign NGOs in Kenya doubled compared with local NGOs (Hearn: 2007, 1101), resulting in a three-fold increase of the number of international NGOs operating in Kenya (Manji, 579). Religious missionaries are now, by far, “the largest category of American citizens resident in Africa” (Hearn: 2002, 42). The Commission on Global Governance now officially states that collaboration with NGOs is an established element of international life (Hearn: 2002, 44). Northern governments are also being infected with the idea of NGOs and have seen them as “legitimate institutions in policy design and implementation” leading countries like the United States to distributes forty percent of its global development assistance to them. In Kenya, the numbers are staggering: 90% of aid programs administered by USAID are through NGOs (Hearn: 2002, 34).


This recent rise in popularity of NGOs is steering us away from local control and initiatives, and are instead promoting political structures that will “most effectively maintain the international system” (Hearn: 2000, 816). When the design, funding, implementation and manpower come from foreign powers, local people lack power and “have little influence over most of these programmes” (Gariyo, 132).
The international development agenda, framed by the Cold War, came out of European and American humanitarian traditions. The theory forwarded the idea that development equaled the capitalist North, which the underdeveloped South should follow. Emphasis on what Edwards and Hulme calls a “new policy agenda,”
 namely the neoliberal paradigm, reduced the role that a state played in the development of their own country and increased the role of non-state actors (Hearn: 2002, 33). The change of global development trends shift to reflect these new agendas and the move away from Keynesian policies paved the way for the rise of NGOs, CSOs (and all the other acronyms) to implement their own development initiatives (Commins). By the late 1970s, the fascination with worldwide poverty and concern with helping the “third-world” became an NGO industry (Hearn: 2002, 45). NGOs developed in the context of an international shift away from state-led growth toward issues of indebtedness and poverty, in addition to the ever-expanding gap between the rich and poor, aided by neoliberal policies (Manji, 568 and Hearn:2007, 1098). “By the 1970s, in the eyes of the public, international NGOs had become organizations fighting for the interests of the poor in the third world in the face of the bureaucratic posturing of governments and international institutions,” (Hearn: 2002, 45) but this was not always the reality.

It is also important to reflect on how NGOs came about and with what intentions the world first embraced the idea of NGOs as the conduit for development. With the onset of the neo-liberalism in the 1980s, NGOs gained a greater importance in defining international relations. Structural Adjustment Programs became the new standard for how “failing” countries could pull themselves out of the indebtedness and financial collapse experienced in the 1970s. Critical of government bureaucracy and state involvement in the economy, NGOs would play an increasing important role with the World Bank and International Monetary Fund privileging non-state actors and programs of deregulation in their conditions for loans. By the 1990s, “the focus of attention of the international community was placed upon good governance, persuading African governments to encourage political pluralism in the form of multipartyism… State actors found themselves the focus of blame for the failed neo-liberal policies that had previously been imposed upon them by their critics” (Manji, 579). 

Due to the deregulation and privatization of economics advanced by the World Bank, the allure of NGOs was thus propelled. Its do-gooder image quickly adapted into the neo-liberal paradigm. NGOs were seen as a “magic bullet, the panacea to failed top-down development and the means to poor people’s empowerment” (Hearn: 2007, 1096). NGOs were heralded at first as the great hope for accountable development. The lack of criticism from the public gave NGOs the benefit of the doubt along with the belief that they had inherent expertise and trustworthiness. “In an editorial, The Economist (16 March 1985, pp.18-19) declared that ‘do-gooders in sandals often do more good than international civil servants… dollar for dollar the small bodies help more people than the big donors’” (Hearn: 2002, 46). NGOs were viewed as positive and effective additions to the world environment; the left saw NGOs as “instruments that enable ordinary people to take control of development”, and the right saw NGOs as cheaper private sector alternatives to the state (Hearn: 2007, 1101). NGOs adopted an altruistic motive that would become built into how we perceive all forms of aid (Manji, 568). Concepts of “capacity building” and expanding social capital from their volunteer capacities helped to legitimize NGOs and propel them to “no longer be solely gap-fillers in the neoliberal model of social welfare” (Hearn: 2007, 1101). They began to take on larger and more influential roles that still hold the illusion of their goodness. Toting a human-face on the issue approach, NGOs easily fit into the role as subcontractors of service delivery in all aspects of human life (DeWaal, 53). Due to the reliance on a human-oriented approach of their work, they were also subject to very little criticism. As DeWaal says, “humanitarianism is hugely self-justifying: it may even be the paradigm of a secular human enterprise that does not need to succeed in order to justify itself.” (4)

With the growth of NGO dominance, development programs have moved away from being state run and are more and more being “promoted largely by foreign or foreign-sponsored agencies” (Gariyo, 132). However, during the 1990s, NGOs also gained more momentum as government solutions to problems. NGOs began to be given free reign to “solve” problems, with governments placing less emphasis on the state led and controlled programs. Instead, through a shift of patronage, they created a direct influence and form of control by creating new “stakeholders” in their funding of NGOs and their programs (Hearn: 2007, 1097). With the rise of collaboration and trust placed into NGOs working on development issues, "critical changes have taken place in international development policy, resulting in a smaller role for the state and a greater role for non-state agencies, including NGOs” (Hearn: 2002, 32). Not only is the act of valuing NGO contribution over the local government’s contribution setting the government up to be, or appear to be, incapable of solving its own problems, but it therefore undermines the public’s trust and faith in their government’s effectiveness. 

Due to finances or resources, NGOs in civil society work in capacities that the local government is unable to fulfill (Co-operative for Research and Education, 6). NGOs are therefore seen as more sound investments, not to mention often cheaper (Hearn: 2002, 46). Though governments are often bureaucratic and inefficient, NGOs have not been the “magic bullet” or the answer to peoples’ needs. Some would even weigh the cost of giving NGOs such power as enormous and more of a risk than entrusting it to governments.

It’s all about the funding

“The $20 or $50 that the viewer has pledged now beings its long journey from his Visa or MasterCard account through the bank and bureaucracy of the charity, and into other bureaucracies of subsidiary charities. The funds appear as an asset on a series of spreadsheets and merge with funds from other donors and governments. Some is used to pay the $200,000 in salary and benefits for the president of the charity, and some is used for his $2,000-a-month housing allowance, which doesn’t show up on public financial statements… The bureaucracy is a hungry beast. It must be fed.” 






-- Michael Maren, The Road to Hell
There are vast amounts of money in the NGO field nowadays. Top executives of NGOs and some leaders of international development non-profits are making six-figure salaries. In the 2006 fiscal year, the five top paid people on Oxfam America’s international payroll were making just over $100,000 (Foundation Center). Donors are beginning to question what the money in organizations like Oxfam is better spent supporting: their programs or their paychecks. In a Save the Children confidential memo from 1993, Charles MacCormack justifies donors’s questions and is quoted as writing, “As communities often receive a small portion of the sponsor’s contributed dollar, they are obviously going to ask questions about where the money goes. All the explaining in the world would not make this question go away or our own strategy look good in an investigative report.” (Maren, 136)

This is also true of more radically oriented NGOs. Though their full-time staff might well be underpaid in contrast to the corporate NGOs, their base structure is also driven by its bottom line and the problems associated with this are not questioned. It is easy to be drawn into the mindset of the necessity of money to become the driving force of NGOs. Questions such as “is it fundable?” or “is there donor support?” become imperative and drive the agenda of NGOs, ignoring questions that respond to their effectiveness or otherwise. These questions make it clear who the stakeholders are in the NGOs. When run as a business investment, those that make decisions about how to distribute the money are the stakeholders. On the other hand, if aid advocacy NGOs operated by an advocacy principle, the aid-recipients would be the stakeholders of their work. The business model means that the NGO is susceptible to an “audit culture perspective, with a focus on targets, league tables and performance indicators” (Hearn: 2007, 1103). Consequently, issues of human rights are reduced to numbers, and a measure of effectiveness to certain inflexible qualifications. For example, in discussing political issues, the World Bank uses research that is “dehumanizingly and alienatingly quantitative or dumbed down to the crudely propagandistic level of the work of World Bank and its academic entrepreneurs.” (Pithouse: 2005, 256) The World Bank discusses profits from raw materials, which, in actuality, are poor people themselves. Similarly, famine, according to DeWaal, is discussed in “quasi-scientific terms” and as a state of affairs “that they seek to relieve through aid.” (4) In addition, he argues the language of discussing famine has “become professionalized and institutionalized.” He concludes that “the struggle against famine cannot be the moral property of humanitarian institutions” and in the end, the struggle and language must be taken up by those directly affected. (5)  

The need for donor approval of projects severely limits NGOs’ approaches to the way things are run and support is given. Some say this causes NGOs to sell-out on their principles, to make their plans of action less radical and instead more reformist (Manji, 583).
 The pressure transforms into one where large percentages and better numbers are needed, ignoring the quality of these programs and effectiveness of the development programs. People working for NGOs recognize “they are in the field to fuel the fund-raising machine, to send back the images and information that become the public image of the charity” (Maren, 161). These problems all bring about an issue that is at the heart of the NGOs incapability to make effective positive change; if NGOs are truly representing the poor, their agendas and initiatives are not “being defined by actual movements of poor people”, then who is it all for? (Abahlali baseMjondolo Press Release: 2006). 

A “vast majority [of NGOs in the Southern Hemisphere] rely on foreign aid for more than 90 percent of their funds” (Hearn: 2007, 1103), and because of this, the Northern mindset pervades the practices and direction of the Southern NGOs. “NGOs must recognize that when they work with donors, they enter into a power relationship in which they are the subordinate” (Zaidi, 265). Without an independent source for funding, the dependency cycle is perpetuated. “Few organizations have achieved real long-term sustainability beyond a reliance on donor funding.”(Co-operative for Research and Education, 22) Very rarely are large amounts of money given without restrictions and qualifications, thereby undermining the capacity for the direction of the organization to come from the aid recipients themselves. An organization such as AbM, a shackdwellers movement in Durban that will be discussed more later, recognizes the importance of the rejection of aid and foreign funding saying that as a movement of the poor, no money could tempt them. “Abahlali is aware of the potentially disastrous effects of external funding on a poor people’s movement, that it may not only broker a movement but also potentially destroy it” (Gibson: 2008).

Aid financing becomes another form of control, if not from a Northern body, it is from an international NGO which helps perpetuate what Hearn calls the “African petit bourgeois;”(Hearn: 2007, 1102) a professional class of privatized consultants who are beholden to NGOs and work to allocate their money.
 Other problems that arise because of Northern funding include local African NGOs becoming local managers of foreign aid money, not managers of local African development processes. Setting up your own NGO has become a way for the “petit bourgeoisie” to make money (Hearn: 2007, 1102). It appears the only people who are benefiting from the programs of NGOs are the same people who once benefited from state development. “Aid recipient countries have developed an elite which has become well-off through the administration of aid-- government officials, consultants, local aid agency staff and workers in non-governmental organizations which have contracts with international agencies” (Hearn: 2007, 1006). NGOs are therefore reinforcing the social inequalities that they are trying to overcome. This same story of elitist attitudes is mimicked quite frequently amongst NGOs and international development aid, and is seen in the structure of the NGOs and the ways they claim to represent aid recipients. The rationality for this approach is that claiming to speak for the people gives NGOs the accountability they need to keep their positive funders funding and their reputation alive. This attitude is repeated across the NGO spectrum.
 

Intelligence Generously Donated

“In the NGO context, donors do not just exert their power over local NGOs by getting them to do something they would not otherwise do, but by influencing them to the extent that the NGO itself willingly rethinks its priorities to fit the mold provided by its donors… Participation very often means nothing more than allowing the local community to agree with what the NGO already intends to do.”

  
           -- Akbar Zaidi, “NGO Failure and the Need to Bring Back the State.”

The common ideology of the aid NGO is that it is a “solution provider” generously sharing its knowledge and wealth to pull impoverished and underdeveloped Southern countries out of their difficulties. International aid organizations work with a top-down approach to ward their development initiatives. The post-imperial nations of the North have an elitist and technocratic view toward aiding the postcolonial South; since they are the more developed, more refined, more advanced societies, they therefore have the knowledge, experience and skills needed to aid Southern countries. This implies that along with financial poverty and limited access to resources, people living in the South are also without intelligence and therefore incapable of existing autonomously and for themselves. This theory is unquestionably accepted and reflected in the structure and in the ways in which international NGOs offer aid. They are elevated as philanthropic benefactors, given the status of martyrs beyond criticism.

The mindset that the Northern based NGOs have all the answers is easily translatable into the idea that they are the bringers of knowledge and should dictate what is best for the effected populations. However, the needs identified are not always what the effected population wants or thinks is the best for them. NGOs may think they know what it’s like to be in the position of the people they are helping, but in reality, they are alienated from the people they seek to aid. They became, as S’bu Zikode the chairman of AbM puts it, “too high to feel what they feel.” And yet it seems almost a given, if truth comes directly from experience, why would not one go to the people most directly involved in the situation? Yet the NGO mindset promotes the view that the people know very little about their situation and they should only thank the technocrats and benefactors for the “correct” aid delivery. Grassroots organizations may appear to be the way forward, as if the policies, actions and progress come directly from the aid recipients themselves, but in most cases, the true definition of grassroots (coming from the ground, up) has been glossed over and ignored.

This alienation which is reflected in the language of technocracy and “delivery” is a product of their worldview. The rationale of aid organizations is to think of solutions and get paid to enact and assess them. It is not easy for those with a technocratic mindset to believe that the people they are helping can think for themselves. Not because poverty is equated with stupidity,
 but because it is threatening to a certain mindset, as well as difficult for academic consultants of international development policies to accept (Interview with S’bu Zikode).
 On the one hand, AbM a democractic movement in the shack settlements of Durban, boasts that while they are poor in money and resources, they are still rich in mind, able to approach issues in their own ways and think intelligently on how to solve them. In Zikode’s words, “In fact it is an insult to assume that poor people cannot think for themselves, that someone else must talk for them without their concern. 

Taking a step back from the situation and looking at the end goal of NGOs, education and access to think for oneself intellectually and philosophically is one of the most radical forms of change, and is therefore something radical NGOs should be working towards (Kennedy Road meeting on 11/21/07). Allowing poor people to speak for themselves drastically challenges the NGO worldview and has detrimental effects on the future plans of NGOs that are often looking to have local GROs or CBOs be offshoots of their work, rather than be servants to these organizations. As Zikode puts it, "Abahlali's call for land and housing in the cities has become a threat to the authorities, some NGOs and some academics who still believe that social change cannot come from the bottom...” 
NGOs taking over the role of the state or becoming a tool of government regulation 
“The popular disappointment with this form of politics is evident as politicians simply reproduce oppressive state-power over the African population and provide tighter and tighter links with the West. Today a form of liberalism reduced to managerialist and militaristic thinking seems dominant among this political elite and has become hegemonic at the global level, contradicting an explicitly expressed concern with a culture of human rights.” 

-- Michael, Neocosmos “Thinking the Impossible? Elements of a Critique of Political Liberalism in Southern Africa” 
Governments and institutions such as the World Bank and USAID have created an alienated model which has become hegemonic and has been adopted by NGOs across the board. In reality, the NGOs as do-gooder is merely an image through which they are executing World Bank agendas as seemingly alternative methods. One such organization is Shackdwellers Interntational (SDI). Despite its name, this organization is not run by shackdwellers. In November of 2007, SDI received a large grant from the Bill and Melinda Gates foundation. At first glance the organization seems to be one worthy of our attention and support: it is independently funded and give its attention to a real issue. AbM felt compelled to respond to newspapers and supporters making it clear that the Gates money would not go to them or social movements like them (Abahlali baseMjondolo press release: 2007). Rather than a real shackdwellers organization representing shackdwellers items, SDI simply operated as a link between South African government and the big foundations. AbM thus condemned SDI as another elite organization, a stand-in organization for the real rights of real people (Kennedy Road meeting on 11/21/07). In the past, AbM had been pressured by the eThekweni Municipality to join SDI. “We were then told that if we wanted to be able to meet with the government regularly and to be able to get houses we must join SDI. The instruction was clear: stay on our own and keep thinking and speaking for ourselves and be arrested, or join SDI and be obedient and be rewarded” (Abahlali baseMjondolo press release: 2007). In the past, SDI has created programs that avoid the real problems in Durban, such as emphasis on building toilets or relocation programs. Or the real issues have been sweep under the rug with false ideas and poorly created development programs that rely on the state to implement these programs (SDI website). Sucked into the donor mindset SDI has become no better than a front organization, alienated from the real voices and needs of people living in shacks. AbM has come to this conclusion: “the people who decide their policy for them, want to force us into their structures so that they can control us” (Abahlali baseMjondolo press release: 2007). 

This issue of control helps us unpack the possible motives of these pawn-NGOs and outcomes that other NGOs may not intentionally, but nonetheless, create, as Hearn puts it, NGOs as the “new colonizers”. It is the same as how control is a key element to colonization and is being replicated in the modern day through charity and aid (Manji, 560). 
 NGO missions assume imperialistic tendencies (Hearn: 2007, 1099). 

Lack of criticism, Who are they accountable to?

“It had happened and it was still happening. Aid organizations were coming in and giving water to nomads, the gift of life, and it was killing them.”






--Michael Maren, The Road to Hell


The major question then becomes is it possible for a NGO to be both an associate of the state in the service delivery field and simultaneously time a voice critical of state policies (Swilling). Accountability pulls at the NGO in a variety of ways, making it questionable who they will finally take into consideration for how they choose to steer the organization (Hearn: 2007, 1098). The extent to which NGOs are so deeply embedded in the aid and development systems is so great that it is almost easier to look at them as forces working within the state, not external to it (Hearn: 2007, 1097-1099). The financial dependence on donors becomes just as systematic as a social dependence, which NGOs are actually perpetuating through their work. If liberation is defined as people’s sovereignty, NGOs as the new colonialists are enslaving their “clientele” and it is permeating at every level: their political agency, legitimacy, and identity are being subsumed by “development programs” (Hearn: 2002, 50).

For many years, NGOs have slid under the radar with little criticism. People have thought that the NGOs’ good intentions are reason enough to trust the work they do. “Until recently NGOs were thought to be exempt from traditional oversight; their do-good nature and the commitment of their participants were thought to be sufficient to produce positive results” (Christensen, 9). A lack of accountability is related to trust that people place in the belief that these do-gooders are really doing good and that it was not necessary to assess their impact. “Reasonableness and need have never been sufficient to put ideas into practice… few [NGOs] are subjected to that kind of meaningful oversight” (Christensen, 9). And yet, on the other hand, who is AbM accountable to? Yes, they are a democratically elected body, but in the end, isn’t that so of many unjust governments?

End Game of NGOs 

“The poor have effectively been excluded from substantive citizenship in post-apartheid South Africa resulting in a permanent crisis in the ordinary lives of the poor… It is stressed that a politics of the poor should be a non-representative politics. Both electoral party politics and NGO substitutionism are rejected in favour of the development of popular democratic counter-power where people live and work. Genuine solidarity, it is argued, should be negotiated on this terrain rather than simply declared from above on the NGO terrain. It is made clear that this is predicated on a recognition of the intellectual work done in poor communities.”

-- S’bu Zikode, “The Greatest Threat to Future Stability in Our Country Is the Greatest Strength of the Abahlali baseMjondolo Movement.”
It is important to look at what exactly the goal of development organizations is, what exactly would mark the end of their work? In my mind, the basic goal of aid NGOs would be to have themselves go out of business, to declare that it is no longer necessary for them to create programs of aid because the world’s problems are solved or the solutions are sustainable. And yet, what kind of organization’s goal is to put itself out of business?


The problem is most NGOs do not even seek out sustainable, autonomous alternatives for the populations they are working with. Even if they are seeking out solutions that take this into account, they fail to realize that just by providing aid in the first place is already obligating a system of dependence. “Some donors are looking to leave behind sustainable CSOs which they can claim as the result of their funding programs… over time, dependence on such donor funds may seriously compromise the independence and autonomy of civil society” (Co-operative for Research and Education). In general though, this replicability and sustainability that mark the success of NGOs are very rarely fulfilled. (Zaidi, 266) 

It is also more than just a monetary issue- NGOs tend to create programs or initiatives that address short-term goals and problems. Zie Gariyo puts it best:

Development assistance which seeks to solve the immediate problems for individuals can only succeed in the short term. Long-term development requires that development be viewed as a process which seeks to overhaul the present social and economic structures which are responsible for the destitution and deprivation of poor people in rural and urban areas. For some time now, NGOs have merely responded to the crisis of poverty and deprivation; they now need to go beyond this narrow perspective (138).
In addition, the power balance is also a mental issue. Besides aid creating a psychological dependence on donors, aid also creates a social hierarchy. This social hierarchy is not just one of access and information, of education and “intelligence”, but also a hierarchy where “people on the ground think they must align themselves to [people higher on the social hierarchy] if their needs are to be met” (Mayende, 169) and if they are to gain power themselves.

Only by working in a pattern that makes their work redundant, can NGOs allow the people themselves to take over at any time and operate autonomously. NGOs must operate as if the end game for them will be going out of business or pulling out of a business plan to ensure the take over of all programs and operations by the effected people. This is the only way to effectively and successfully aid.

The current functioning of NGOs is also backwards thinking. NGOs respond to crisis and they will “do better the less stable the world becomes… [because] finance will become increasingly available to agencies who can deliver stabilizing social services.” (Fowler, 229) Some would even argue, then, that NGOs are searching for and even promoting instability in the world.

Claiming Representation

“Nothing for us, without us.”







--Abahlali baseMjondolo saying

The Western Cape Anti-Eviction Campaign (WCAEC) has existed in the Cape Town area since November 2000. They are an organized self-proclaimed poor people’s movement fighting evictions, water cut-offs, police brutality and working towards securing decent housing, free electricity and dignity for poor people. During the formation of Social Movements Indaba (SMI) also in 2000, the WCAEC joined and helped write its guiding principles. At its inception, SMI was a grassroots organization working to unite social movements all across South Africa to share space and resources to work towards collaborating in solidarity. However, in a short period SMI deteriorated into a pawn organization of larger, European NGOs losing sight of its original intention.

In both 2006 and 2007, Abahlali baseMjondolo in conjunction with the Western Cape Anti-Eviction Campaign protested SMI’s conference in Cape Town, deciding not to send representatives (Western Cape Anti-Eviction Campaign, “Open Letter to Participants…”). The reasons they cited for not supporting the conference included misleading international funders by including WCAEC as a participant without asking their permission and for drastically changing the organization-- steering it away from its founding intentions. “SMI has degenerated into a vehicle controlled by NGOs. Now it merely poses as a forum for bringing together social movements. In reality the SMI has become an obstacle to the linking up of productive social movements around the country and is a source of division” (Western Cape Anti-Eviction Campaign, “Open Letter to Participants…”) since they claim to represent the poor but are actually an elite organization reproducing the mindset and elitism of even the radical NGOs in the North, namely that the poor cannot represent themselves. 

At an SMI meeting I attended while I was in Cape Town in late 2007, the schism between the Joe Slovo Community (a shack community that is a part of WCAEC) and SMI was evident. It became clear that SMI felt the need to be accountable not to the local communities but to their international funders including ActionAid, the Human Rights Foundation, Oxfam and a few other European NGOs. The majority of the meeting was spent discussing how to receive more funding and fulfilling requirements of the partner NGOs. By holding themselves accountable to the Northern NGOs as opposed to the people who they are representing on the ground, SMI is reinforcing the system it is purportedly against, and actually saying poor people in South Africa do not have the capacity to steer their own agenda or make their own decisions. 

It was evident from the Joe Slovo Community’s press releases that the community was aware of SMI’s strategy and wanted no affiliation with it. However, members of SMI still claimed they represented the community acting as through SMI had been ordained to talk for the Joe Slovo Community about their appearance in high court the following day.
 Shockingly, it turned out that none of the SMI members there had ever met the leaders of Joe Slovo (who are actively involved in the WCAEC as well). In other words, they were still planning supportive actions around the Joe Slovo Community’s hardships, obviously without ever consulting them. 

Systematic Oppression Through Language

“It is true that if care is taken to use only a language that is understood by graduates in law and economics, you can easily prove that the masses have to be managed from above. But if you speak the language of the everyday . . . then you will realize that the masses are quick to seize every shade of meaning . . .” 


-- Frantz Fanon, Wretched of the Earth

NGOs’ subscribe to an alienated language in theory and in practice, a system that encourages separation. Policies are developed outside of targeted communities and without direction from the people living in the communities. Their language replicates that of states and powerful international bodies. Therefore they also embrace the language of free market structural adjustment and the disempowering language of “service delivery”, which is what poor worldwide are fighting against to begin with. The language is reflected in the reduction of fundamental human rights—housing, water, sanitation and more to issues of “service delivery”-- with human beings reduced to numbers. Famines are discussed as growth opportunities for aid organizations, “hungry people [are] potential clients to be preyed upon in the same way hair replacement companies seek out bald people” (Maren, 9).

The language of NGOs therefore tends to reinforce the systems it is fighting and can disempower the poor. It is, for example, looking at the word “access” and realizing that the official service delivery language does not entirely encompass or promote what is needed. A person can have access to a public water system, but perhaps that water is unclean and in insufficient quantities (Interview with Jeff Rudin). Just the same as a person can have access to electricity, but perhaps cannot afford it. Giving in to these terms generally over-simplifies highly complex issues of power, thereby allowing Northern fast-paced institutions to pigeonhole problems. In addition, “service delivery” language has destroyed the power of certain words. By using them so frequently, broadly and in a new way, words such as “grassroots” and “sustainable development” have lost their original and powerful meanings, and instead have become everyday catch phrases. Maren’s description of the devolution of the phrase “sustainable development” offers much insight:

“Sustainable development emerged as a reaction to criticism that most development projects for the last thirty years fell apart the moment the foreign money was pulled out. So project proposals started referring to sustainable development… Although nothing actually changed in the field, in the day-to-day operation of development projects, everyone now spoke about sustainable development… The beauty of the term ‘sustainable development’ was that it could be manipulated for any purpose.” (47)

Furthermore, NGOs have been taught to use a certain language to continue to receive or gain more funds for their programs. Development theories and ideas are generated at a very elite academic level, then are “accepted as profound by policy types in Washington, and then declared as gospel.” (Maren, 162) Maren argues that the language of NGO programs needs to be reworked in order to pay tribute to those who created these concepts. He says to continue to secure money, one needs to be using the appropriate terms of the academics so “it makes the academics happy and they write you a nice evaluation and you can get more money” (Maren, 46). Problems are inherent with requiring the usage of this language.

NGOs are embedded in structures of power and communicate in a rhetoric that is a product of this power. Racism, demeaning attitudes, and social hierarchies are all apparent in the language of development from NGOs and the idea of “aid”. Built into the language NGOs operate in is the inherent belief that the South is not normal and out of the ordinary.
 “The discourse of development continued to define non-Western people in terms of their perceived divergence from the cultural standards of the West, and it reproduced the social hierarchies that had prevailed between both groups under colonialism” (Manji, 580). It used to be that Africans and other aid recipients were “uncivilized”, and now they are “underdeveloped” (Manji, 580), but still there is a reliance on “un” or “not,” on “othering” Africans” (Manji, 574). 

Richard Pithouse’s evaluation of the World Bank’s language in discussing the poor offers a great example of how the language is furthering the “othering” of a group, similar to in which Said discussed the othering of a group in “Orientalism.”
 In the World Bank reports, there are “implications of a subject-object relation” through usage of terms such as “us” and “them”. It creates “the poor” as a distinct group, one which is being defined as what we-writing-the-report (the World Bank) are not. 

Reliance on this language will further create dependence as it silences the meaning of the words that poor people actually use. It is the same as when a NGO comes in to propose a workshop for AbM, they wonder why an outside organization who has little to do with their community can know more about their lives than they do. In the end, they cannot help but ask “who’s work-shopping who when they propose to host a workshop?” (Meeting at Kennedy Road on 11/21/07) It is disempowering to communicate in NGOs’ terms and in their language. It is the charity and aid, the technical expertise and intelligence that the Northern-minded brings to the development programs of the Southern-world that reinforce built in structure of power and paternalism (Manji, 580). NGO intellectuals would rather blame the poor than face the challenge to reorganize their thinking. Raya Dunayevskaya further contends that the capitalist ideologists are good at being ready to lead and give commands, but not necessarily to listen. Thus the language of NGOs, which fall precisely in line with the capitalist critique at hand for Dunayevskaya, will continue to disadvantage those they are aiming to aid. If the language of the oppressor is continually used, then there will never be an opportunity for the poor people to reverse the world order handed down to them. 


An alternative is the common language used by the poor who confront problems that the NGO professionals are supposed to address. Activists working with AbM have refered to as “Abahlalism,” (Interview with David Ntseng) a language encouraging democratic principles and true participation throughout the organization. Zikode talks about it as a language of universalism, “a new kind of living politics, that can be understood by the uneducated and poor.” Abahlalism pays tribute to the humanness behind the issues of housing, land, etc. recognizing the true importance they play as a right, not privilege. It is thus a language that recognizes participation is “based on a shared experience and political practice is dependent on democratic meetings” and creates a situation which is consciously collective. In doing so, such a language and such a practice pose challenges to the elitism and “alienation inherent in the attitudes and proposals” of NGOs (Gibson, 2008).
Important Ideologies and Development Goals in the NGO Paradigm

“The humanitarian mode of power not only involved dispensing large sums of money and becoming intimately involved in distressed foreign societies, but also defining what is moral and what is true.” 

-- Alex DeWaal, Famine Crisis
One of the most common ideologies that NGOs use to promote their work is the task of spreading democracy. This democracy touts being a move towards more grass-roots and community based initiatives; putting the power into the peoples’ hands. This ideology and struggle over defining democracy is the first point of contention between NGOs and the communities they deal with. Especially in South Africa, “democracy NGOs, supported by Western donors, have been critical in popularizing formal democracy over a residual belief in social democracy... raises the question of whether this is the kind of democracy that the majority of South Africans want" (Hearn: 2000, 818). Ironically, NGOs’ preconceived solutions undermine the democratic process. Additionally NGOs help to disempower by replacing abilities of some grassroots organizations and democratic governments to create and carry out policy (Zaidi, 262). True democracy is, after all saying that everyone can think and everyone can plan (Abahlali baseMjondolo Press Release: 2007).


This idea of spreading democracy is closely related to the idea of representation. While everything is done in the name of the poor, few NGOs speak directly with the poor. They believe they can speak on behalf of poor, ignoring their capacities to communicate themselves (Interview with S’bu Zikode). Not only does this inability to hear the poor undermine their intelligence and capabilities, but it further shows how NGOs who argue they are more grassroots and based in poor communities, are actually not incorporative or democratic in structure.


NGOs are rarely radical. Part of this is due to the nature of their funding, mostly it is from an ideological view. Namely, that the good-natured work of aid NGOs cannot be all that wrong, and so they stick to a structure and a limited view of how development should be and what certain programs should be created. With the support of powerful governments in the North and also in the postcolonial South, NGOs seek at best reforms instead of a radical change of the system. They seek reforms at best, to change policy and rewrite rules (Holcombe, 142), rather than focusing on the more grassroots approaches which seeks fundamental change for individuals. They think in terms of immediate strategies, instead of connecting with the individuals they advocate for. Many case studies of development programs have found many “did not seek to redress the social circumstances that caused impoverishment, but instead concerned themselves with the apparent failings of Africans themselves” (Manji, 573). The programs can and should exist this way within the workings of the NGOs, because to continue funding of programs, many key targets and indicators are used that do not reflect sustainable, drastic and revolutionary change, but instead measure impact and effect that target short-term and temporary performance (Holcombe, 142). Written for donors, NGOs tend to overstate impact of the number of people they effect by “putting all project outcomes in the best possible light” (Zaidi, 264). Using a very limited definition of success, given to the NGOs by their funders, the process of learning and growing that comes with both failures and successes is often ignored. This quantitative narrow approach becomes about an ultimate definition of one mindset of success, and gearing all actions around this goal. 

The ideology of immediacy key to the NGOs business model is an important requirement which plays a huge disservice to the giving of aid. The need to see immediate and positive results forces short-term goals to trump the long-term, more permanent and sustainable initiatives. In our fast-paced, technologically driven world, as well, pressure is put on communities to make faster and hastier decisions, which can sometimes require organizations to undermine their own decision making processes for the NGO agenda. In contrast, Frantz Fanon recognizes the importance of taking time over speeding up the process and losing principals, stating that it is more important to remember the individual people one is helping, as opposed to the timeline of implementing a policy (Fanon, 27). The problem becomes many poor people do not have the liberty to reply on a scheduled timetable when they are trying to survive (Interview with Richard Pithouse).

The way in which NGOs operate, on a fundamental everyday kind of functioning, further reflects some ideologies inherent in the hierarchical mindset they approach development with. NGOs hold that they are the center around which communities exist. They are the prominent organizations, and communities and local NGOs should attend their meetings, work on their initiatives, etc. instead of reversing the thinking and truly working from below. Even NGOs purporting to work with community and advocating social change generate their own terms and play by them. They set the agenda for what needs to be addressed (Interview with S’bu Zikode), and their brochures, websites and research is written in their language, rarely translated into the languages of the populations they are aiding. It is apparent that these choices make the NGOs more accountable to their funders who read their literature, in order to make them more prominent and hopefully become more respected and bigger players at large leftist events such as the “World Social Forum” and the like (Interview with Richard Pithouse).

NGOs approach their development practices as if they are running a business that needs to prosper. Not only do they look to cut ends and decrease their expenses from an authoritarian structure and focus on the profit of the organization, but they search out solutions from a very narrow resource mobilization theory. NGOs pressure more locally based organizations to work on their schedules and respond quickly, which frequently can elicit undemocratic responses. Their preference to communicate with a single individual rather than talk with a whole group results, in some situations, with NGOs attempting and pressuring or even replacing leaders of movements with people they see as holding the same ideals and ability to accomplish the same goals the NGO thinks is important (Abahlali baseMjondolo, “Brief Guide to the History and Praxis of Abahlali baseMjondolo for NGOs…”). Thus AbM’s democratic process of representation has been a source of contention with its mindset of NGOs. One part of their guide for NGOs working with AbM reflects the importance of this ideal; “organizations are asked to extend invitations to speak and attend meetings etc. to the movement rather than to individuals of their choice so that the movement can elect a revolving set of representatives” (Abahlali baseMjondolo, “Brief Guide…”). This attempt to focus on the individual development and success while ignoring the overall community success, is reflected in such programs as the Black Economic Empowerment program in South Africa, that furthers the importance of self-advancement and equating the self to a commodity competing in the market.

At times, especially during the history of AbM, ideological influence of Northern minded NGOs has actually meant outright control by the NGO over the program and development initiatives of a community. This was most drastically seen towards the end of 2006, when a left NGO tried to promote its own leaders of the movement. Not only did this ignore the democratic structure of AbM and their unified decisions about who represents them, but it undermined their elected-by-the-community leaders. AbM has also seen “financial and political exploitation, as well as self promotion at the expense of the movement's praxis” with NGOs assuming who has an true right to lead, to decide and to teach in the name of unity and solidarity (Abahlali baseMjondolo, “Brief Guide…”). Slander of AbM’s name and principles was apparent after AbM refused the left NGO’s attempt at taking over AbM’s struggle and influencing their actions (Abahlali baseMjondolo, “Brief Guide…”). A similar case is apparent with Uganda ActionAid. In a report calling out ActionAid USA’s negative contribution, Uganda ActionAid cited lacking true participation and feelings of being silenced in development processes. These problems all were enough to propel Uganda ActionAid to declare local NGOs to reclaim their power and create their own “public spaces for national debate rather than remaining powerless in invited spaces” (Hearn: 2007, 1103).

Cultural Clashes

“All of the struggling communities here have very vibrant leaders who have stood in front of you during the time of darkness, happiness, threats of violence, threats of death, the hazards of detention and arrest. They will always stand for you. So what we therefore need to do is not for us to come and also stand in front of you and talk. You also need to be given a chance to say whatever you feel like. The only really clever thinking from a leader given trust by the poor, maybe like myself, maybe like yourself, is that instead of talking more, the leader should provide a platform for the people to talk. So let us therefore allow other people to share their experiences and ideas. Let us hear from everyone, especially those who are not normally confident to speak in a place like this.”



      -- S’bu Zikode, Speech at UKZ-Natal on March 4, 2006

Traveling through backpackers in the Eastern Cape, I stumbled upon a friend’s recommendation, tucked somewhere between Coffee Bay and Mthatha, called Bulungula (the area, however, has no real name). After I explained to David, the owner of Bulungula, what my thesis was going to be about, he and I sat down to talk. As someone who offers skill sharing sessions for backpackers and locals, he had an interesting and experienced perspective on the concept of aid-giving. A major problem, he has found, in the community is the lack of safe water. Being a carbon-neutral business, David had a lot to offer the community in terms of what they could do to be eco-friendly and still have clean, accessible and plentiful water. However, the community turned down David’s offers to build wells and install operating toilets throughout the area. Their refusal was based in cultural practices. In hearing this story, I could not help but think about what a Northern-minded NGO would have done in this situation. 

Generally, NGOs try to be politically correct and culturally sensitive when it comes to solution seeking. An organization cannot know for sure they are not imposing cultural standards on another without taking it to the community and seeking their input. The structure of NGO aid-giving even undermines a cultural standard inherent in local cultures, one of cooperation and community as opposed to self-promotion and competition. These last two Northern-minded traits are apparent in the way NGOs seek out individuals to represent entire movements or communities.


The problem with this becomes that the imposition of cultures is a form of control. Ngugi Thiongo calls culture the most important area of mental domination, “through culture, of how people perceived themselves and their relationship to the world. To control a people’s culture is to control their tools of self-definition in relationship to others” (Ngugi, 16). 

The way forward

“On the streets of Galkayo we were approached by a man who asked, Galkayo is so peaceful. Why are there no NGOs here working?’ I suggested to him that maybe it was peaceful precisely because there were no NGOs there.” 
-- Michael Maren, The Road to Hell

Pointing out the downfalls and negative effects of the modern day NGO system only goes so far. Without a way forward there can be no true action or significant movement for change. While NGOs are disempowering and have negative long-term effects, I do believe a good portion of the people in these organizations are individually driven with a passion for social justice and righteousness for others (Interview with Lance Veotte). However, a radical change of how NGOs see themselves is necessary for their effect to be positive. John Holloway argues that the elitism inherent in our societies should be overcome with a structure based entirely on “mutual human dignity,” one that overcomes the power hierarchy (18). While the idea of a truly democratic, transparent and open NGO may not have easy, real-life applications and appear idealistic, it is important that the NGO community recognize the importance of such a challenge.  
The biggest problem, I feel, is the issue of representation. No NGO can truly advocate for people’s rights by denying them the ability to speak and represent themselves. Most closely, I see this intimated in AbM’s “nothing for us, without us” philosophy (Interview with S’bu Zikode). The true stakeholders should be the recipients of aid. They should be autonomous in the truest sense:
 The key controllers of agenda, monetary allocations, direction of the organization, have influence on the international development community by being equally represented and not silenced by large donors, international finance institutions or large governments in the North. A true democracy and not just the ideals of democracy need to exist within the organization. The balance of power needs to be shifted, making international aid relationships “more in favor of those frequently least able to negotiate from a position of adequate capacity and relative strength” (Fowler, 234). Not only does real democracy come from true representation, but liberation is inevitable in self-representation, from both party’s perspective. The greatest aid to solidarity with the poor is in thinking and acting for oneself (Interview with Richard Pithouse).

What radical NGOs have to provide-- valuable resources of experience and tangible goods—should not be ignored (Interview with S’bu Zikode). However, there should be a differentiation. Knowledge and information that people have rights to know, have access to, etc. should not rely on NGOs to provide that information. In fact, by NGOs giving that information, it undermines recognizing the act as a right and offering aid in this instance may undermine and inhibit abilities of people to claim those rights.
 The radical NGO’s commitment to the struggle, however, needs to put aside the customary and often elitist idea of right and wrong, and instead to see the need for a collaborative process that is necessary to achieve long-term goals. They need to enter the relationship with the community not as a partnership, but as an equal friendship, where each respects and incorporates what the other has to bring. Sharing of learning and knowledge from experiences should be 50-50 (Interview with S’bu Zikode). 

The Churchland Program’s work with AbM is a prime example of this. Started in 1997 to initially look at how church-owned land was currently being used, housing and land issues, especially around shack communities, it became a crucial part of the work they encountered at AbM and elsewhere (Interview with David Ntseng). They approach the idea of aid with the perception of their NGO working as a servant to the existing community. Humbly the Churchland Program acknowledges its strengths, does not assume what the community wants, but offers assistance and along the way, while also sharing in the pain and emotions (Interview with S’bu Zikode). It is a perspective driven by, “how can we help?” instead of “here’s what to do.” Churchland Program workers do not see themselves as experts; they see what they most greatly have to offer as being the energy of their support for movements. They see themselves as comrades who come with experience and intellect from other world areas and can offer information and strategies. David, from the Churchland Program, is a NGO worker who most closely is associated with AbM. He sees the “area of intervention” as defying conventional understanding of how NGOs operate. He disregards the targets that most frequently appear in indications of NGO success: capacity building, pushing policies and more. NGOs, in his opinion, have a very personal supporting role, one that recognizes solidarity in being with the community at all necessary times, during crises, during protests, during court hearings; such as David being one of the first individuals at the police station when S’bu Zikode and Philani Zungu, the elected President and Vice President of AbM were arrested and beaten on September 12, 2006 (Interview with David Ntseng).

Fanon discusses a similar idea in Wretched of the Earth, one of a “committed intellectual” who reverses his thinking and put the intelligence he has received from his schooling into the hands of movements and the wretched of the earth. Applying Fanon’s idea to the shackdweller movement in Durban, Nigel Gibson sees the crucial role of intellectuals in movements as being conscious of their own thinking and biases, and also bringing “ideas, concepts, and learning that can aid the people’s own self-understanding.” Individuals and NGOs coming from outside the shacks can offer very similar support to AbM (Gibson: 2008). Approaching this from a democratically driven organization will help alter the common image of aid being given by NGOs, and shift the focus back onto the community organizations and volunteers that have created grassroots and more locally focused organizations. As Mark Swilling puts it, power needs to be given back to local NGOs. 

Many feel the proper solution is creating partnerships in which international NGOs have local divisions on a smaller level. They would operate essentially the same as the international NGO only with employment of local persons and more individualized approach due to cultural differences or local situations. However, this structure still reinforces the systemic hierarchy set up in relation to NGO ideologies. In addition, rather than working with already established local NGOs, it would marginalize them. Furthermore, it would create a tension and competition over monetary incentives, all of which will just work to boast the “petit bourgeoisie” and disempower local people. (Zaidi, 22)

The only way to ensure that a cycle of dependence does not form between the communities and NGOs is to strive to make all work the NGO does redundant, in that it is replicable. The tools the NGO brings can be taught and replicated by individuals in the community. By stressing replication, actions and skills become elements of the movement, not just of individuals. Therefore it follows that individuals put their skills to work with the movement and strive for a growth of solidarity and collaboration, not of individual achievement. A decrease of reliance on international funding is also important to reject the hierarchy created by the development industry. Through searching for alternative funding by looking into community chests, community development trusts and consciously working towards and practicing alternatives to the current system, the cycle of dependence can be broken.

Many thought the language of development was the more inclusive path to change, but “in fact the discourse was little more than a superficial reformulation of old colonial prejudices” (Manji, 575). If we continue to use the word “sufficient” to talk about lives (Interview with Jeff Rudin), there cannot be a true change and effective positive change from those that use this language. If we take away the ability to make change for oneself through our choice of rhetoric, we will never “understand that poor black people think their own struggles themselves” (Abahlali baseMjondolo Press Release: 2006). 
There needs to exist a rhetoric of revolution; a rhetoric that poses a strict contrast to the current development language of NGOs. It would be along the lines of what Fanon refers to as the school of the people and Zikode says is the “thinking that is done in the communities” (Gibson: 2008). It is discarding critical technicist discourse of NGOs and corporate business models of language that boasts a choice of participation and engagement, for a language of emancipation, collective action and solidarity; it is the language of the everyday that allows all people to speak for themselves. The struggle of the everyday is one that is not based around crises, for everyday is one. The struggle of the everyday is a total way of thinking, a social problem, not one rooted in individuality. The language of the struggle, therefore, must reflect all of this.
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Zodwa Nsibande, Abahlali baseMjondolo member, November 20, 2007.
� Edwards and Hulme’s NPA combines “elements of economic liberalism and Western political theory in ways which redefine the roles of, and relationship between, states, markets and ‘third-sector’ institutions.” This agenda dominates development policies and make opportunities for aid of NGO growth possible.


� As Manji, Firoze and O’Coill, Carl in “The Missionary Position” say: “NGOs will not necessarily be forthcoming to support the struggle for emancipation.” 


� This elite resembles the foreign elite that colonizers used to use to develop a link and relationship with the colonized populations. However, according to Maren, the elite would just tell the colonizers “what they wanted to hear: The system is good; the system works.” An interesting parallel to development actors and NGOs today. (12)


� These references to elite intelligence are taken from John Holloway’s How to Change the World Without Taking Power. He argues this elitism is tied closely into capitalist systems. In addition, I believe this illuminates another inherent problem in that middle class and NGOs are based in a choice of involvement or participation, whereas the shackdwellers are forced into confronting these problems in that it is based on survival for them, this is something they are forced to engage in every day.


� This prejudice is quite frequently is in Northern minds; ignoring the fact that there is a difference between education and intelligence. This stereotype is not necessarily the reason behind NGOs lack of allowing the people to speak for themselves- usually it goes much deeper than just a prejudice or misconception.


� Such as those that from the University of Chicago who developed the Reconstruction and Development Program (RDP) housing process which is program governments in South Africa follow in an effort to fix the housing problems.


� Similar to the way in which Raya Dunayevskaya (p267) discusses the change of the definition of the shop steward position when it comes to union and worker rights issues. The position originated as a go-between for the worker to bring problems to the higher ups and has now become a company defendant. She claims the union is not much better than the company nowadays as the rank and file is letting others, the leadership, do their thinking and write their contracts for them.


� Julie Hearn, in referring to the modern day Mozambique, calls this process “not neocolonialism, it is the recolonization of Mozambique.”


� On October 4, the Joe Slovo Community attended a regional court case to support the eight community members who were arrested for blocking off the N2 highway in early September during a protest. This was the court case where I met the steering committee of involved members of the Joe Slovo Community. The reason this interaction is important is that I just showed up and introduced myself to the organizers and became deeply engaged in conversation with them that very day. The same day, I attended the SMI meeting and was baffled at the way they discussed introducing themselves to the Joe Slovo Steering Committee, knowing that earlier that day I had walked up and met them. At the SMI meeting they discussed how they would interact with the Steering Committee and how they would stand in solidarity with them at the high court case the following day. This case was the protest of over 1,000 people from the Joe Slovo Community who were opposing the high court eviction notice for the whole community. Nearly 2,000 houses and 8,000 individuals had filed for an appeal on the eviction.


� Perhaps the irony in this concept is that it is ultimately the North that is not normal. Wealth distribution, etc. do not accurately represent the greatest portion of the population- when the majority is not-North, why should the rhetoric revolve around making the North seem normal and the South abnormal?


� Edward Said’s Orientalism is the foundation for postcolonial thought of creation of the other. Said argues the "Orient" was constructed as “a negative inversion of Western culture”. By creating and defining the other, it allows “for dominating, restructuring, and having authority” over the other.� HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Orientalism" \l "cite_note-4" \o "" ��


� This idea is mainly inspired by discussions with Nigel Gibson and his unpublished working paper that discusses how liberalism focuses on pulling individuals out of poverty through programs such as the BEE and other Structural Adjustment Program-like initiatives.


� In addition to these tangible items that aid recipients should have control over, I am prone to associate their true autonomy and achievement of full agency with Gramsci’s concept of the “organic intellectual.” They are the “thinking and organizing element of a particular fundamental social class” to which they belong (organically). This to me represents the epitome of autonomy in one’s own life- being the driving force behind your own living.


� Idea inspired by a comment at the 11/21/07 meeting at Kennedy Road. The issue of knowing a particular fact was brought up during the meeting. One person suggested Kennedy Road ask for help from one of the partner NGOs who have offered assistance in the past, but S’bu rejected the idea, saying they have a right to that information, even if they do not have access to it. By providing access, therefore, it is covering up the real problem that exists- and putting a bandage on the wound in a sense- by not directly attacking the issue: that this is something they should have the ability to obtain for themselves and not have to ask for help with.


� This is partially inspired by John Holloway’s How to Change the World Without Taking Power in which he discusses starting from an equilibrium standpoint, and recognizing that everyday is a struggle, and the revolution must be a total way of thinking.
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