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Abstract 

Participation is often seen as fundamental in development studies and for development projects. 

There are also critical ideas claiming that there are power relations which should be taken into 

account before embracing participation as good in itself. From the basis of the critical ideas 

found in the book Participation: The New Tyranny? this paper examines the cases of ‘Integrated 

Water Resources Management’ and ‘Integrated Approach for Mitigation of Arsenic 

Contamination of Drinking Water in Bangladesh’ in order to determine whether the critical 

ideas in the book are applicable when analysing texts about these cases. After determining that 

there are indications of power imbalances between the facilitators and the local population in 

the two cases, this paper finally argues that the critical ideas are applicable and that there is a 

need for more and broader discussions and dialogues between various actors involved in 

development projects. Also mentioned in this paper is the importance of raising awareness of 

power relations and incorporating different views when planning and implementing 

development projects.  

 

Keywords: participation, participatory development, development projects, critical ideas, 

power imbalances, power relations 
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1. Introduction 

The notion of ‘participation’ is well-known to many scholars within development studies. Most 

commonly, the belief is that within development work, participation will empower people and 

hence improve their livelihood. However, there are ideas critical towards participatory 

development, claiming that there is reason to question and reflect upon the general view of 

participation as intrinsically good.1 In Participation: The New Tyranny? Cooke and Kothari 

highlight critical views of the participatory discourse claiming that previously, there has not 

been much criticism of participation itself, but rather the functioning of the techniques in 

participatory projects.2 The critique from the book described in this paper argues that there are 

power relations that need to be taken into account when applying participatory approaches.3 As 

an attempt to investigate the critique in the book and see whether this could be useful in 

development discourses, this paper aims to address the research question: To what extent are 

the critical ideas in Participation: The New Tyranny? applicable to cases of participatory 

development?  

 

1.1 Purpose of paper and research question 

The purpose of this paper is to investigate criticism of participation in order to clarify the critical 

ideas and examine whether these ideas are applicable in analysis of participatory approaches 

and projects. The idea is also to open up a broader discussion of the ideas concerning power 

relations mentioned in Cooke and Kothari’s book. Another aim of this paper is also to examine 

if the critique described in this paper is useful in development studies and thus applicable when 

questioning pre-existing notions seen as fruitful and advantageous. This paper will review the 

critical ideas and finally attempt to determine under what conditions the critique should be 

considered useful. The research question: To what extent are the critical ideas in Participation: 

The New Tyranny? applicable to cases of participatory development? has two main objectives. 

First of all, to illuminate the critique in the book and analyse its meaning. Secondly, to examine 

the usefulness of the critique when analysing participatory approaches and projects.  

 

                                                 
1 Farthing 2012 passim. 
2 Cooke & Kothari 2001 p. 1. 
3 Cooke & Kothari 2001 14. 
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1.2 Method, material and structure 

This section will outline the primary reason for the chosen method of research. As mentioned, 

the objective of this paper is to enlighten the critical discussion and arguments presented in 

Participation: The New Tyranny? and thereafter try to answer the question of research 

mentioned in the previous section. This paper outlines previous research in section 2.1 which 

then, in section 2.3, is connected to the critical ideas in the book. There is a reason for the 

presentation of the previous research in the theoretical chapter where also the critique from the 

above mentioned book is described and analysed. The idea is that the presentation of the critique 

will come more naturally if in the same chapter, the reader is familiarised with the background 

before engaging the critique.  

        To encounter the research question, the paper critically analyses two cases where 

participatory development is processed. The first case, Integrated Water Resources 

Management (IWRM) is described as an approach on how to manage water resources by 

incorporating several local stakeholders.4 The analysis of this case will first and foremost be 

based on manuals published by the United Nations Environmental Programme (UNEP) and 

other reports which describe the approach. The second case concerns in terms of actors, a 

smaller water management project called Integrated Approach for Mitigation of Arsenic 

Contamination of Drinking Water in Bangladesh (IAMAC). The material for this analysis will 

primarily be the project report published by the implementers of the project.5 The critical 

analysis of the two cases will be constructed from arguments in Participation: The New 

Tyranny? which provide the basis and guidance on what specifically to look for when analysing 

the two cases. Although the contexts and construction of the cases are different, they both 

contain ideas of an integrated approach to water management and the differences are an 

essential part in the analysis in itself. This is due to an interest in, besides from what the research 

question concerns, examining if the differences could affect the critical analysis.  

        The smaller project is implemented by the Non-governmental organisation (NGO) called 

Asia Arsenic Network (AAN) to improve the local conditions of drinking water in Bangladesh.6 

The reason for the usage of this project in the paper is based on ideas from John Hailey who 

critically examines the work of NGOs. He argues that South Asian NGOs are operating in a 

specific way which is essential for participatory development work.7 Since Asia Arsenic 

                                                 
4 Global Water Partnership 2010. 
5 Asia Arsenic Network 2004 passim.  
6 Asia Arsenic Network 2015. 
7 Hailey 2001 p. 88-101. 
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Network functions and has an office in Bangladesh, Hailey’s arguments could therefore be 

applicable for this case.  

        The method of research in this paper will primarily be text-analytical, since the aim is to 

find evidence that does or does not coincide with the critical ideas further to be presented. Also, 

in order to understand the meaning and incentive of the reports, one should strive to understand 

its purpose through the lens of the authors. Discussed by Alan Bryman, this is partly what the 

notion of hermeneutic means, which also emphasises a focus on the historical and social context 

the text was produced in.8 There is reason to stress that the greater part of the material used in 

this research could be considered biased. For example, the purpose of Participation: The New 

Tyranny? is to outline critique and reasonably the authors strive to make the critique visible and 

therefore they could be biased towards the criticism of participation and not impartial. There 

are various texts about the first case of the IWRM approach described in the research. However, 

less the case of the IAMAC project where only one useful source has been found. The reason 

is lack of finding a suitable project from a South Asian NGO. However, I believe that the report 

used in this paper provides sufficient information for performing a valuable research. 

        This first part of this paper presents the research subject and previous research. Moreover, 

in section 2.3, the ideas from the previously mentioned book is described together with 

assumptions and interpretations of the authors’ objective. Thereafter, the two cases will be 

briefly presented and analysed. Lastly, a discussion, further research and conclusion are also to 

be outlined. 

 

2. Theoretical framework 

In this section, relevant previous research used in the participatory discourse is presented. 

Furthermore, critical ideas, which will be the basis for the analysis, are in this part also outlined 

and discussed. The purpose is to provide an understanding of detailed research in order to grasp 

the content of the analysis.  

 

2.1 Previous research on participation 

There is an idea that through participation, the disadvantaged population can “[…] achieve a 

greater capacity to advance their own interests and control their own livelihood, becoming a 

voice in the shaping of ‘development’ […].”9 Regarding the concept of participation in 

                                                 
8 Bryman 2011 p. 507. 
9 Stiefel & Wolfe 1994 p. 3. 
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development work, there has been much research done since the middle of the 1970’s.10 One 

example is mentioned by Britha Mikkelsen in Methods for Development Work and Research 

where she argues that the concept has been widely debated and points to some common 

meanings that can be associated with participation. Overall, it is about people taking on an 

active role in processes of development, through dialogues between stakeholders, voluntary 

contributions and taking initiatives.11 Among the proclaimers of participatory development is 

Robert Chambers. He discusses differences between ‘uppers’, interpreted as facilitators, and 

‘lowers’, local stakeholders, claiming that the people in the latter category are impacted by the 

stronger ‘uppers’.12 As an example he argues that “All who are powerful are by definition 

uppers, sometimes uppers many times over.”13 He also describes an approach to participatory 

development work called Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA), used by professionals in order 

to avoid misinterpretations of local peoples’ experience and outsiders’ dominance.14 Moreover, 

Chambers stresses “PRA is a growing family of approaches and methods to enable local people 

to share, enhance and analyse their knowledge of life and conditions, and to plan, act, monitor 

and evaluate.”15 

        There is research on participation that specifically focuses on the inclusion of children and 

adolescents in the participatory work. For example, Roger Hart argues that there are two kinds 

of beneficial patterns of including young people in development processes; it will strengthen 

the individuals to more confident members of the society and make the young people more 

likely to improve the functioning of their communities.16 Hart has also examined the ways in 

which young people’s participation can contribute to sustainable development and overall, he 

argues that children need to understand their own impact of the environment in order to be 

aware of the many environmental challenges that are facing the global population.17 Other 

researchers have as well as Hart investigated what role participation plays for sustainability but 

in a more general manner.18 Chawla and Driskell describe an incentive by the United Nations 

Children’s Fund (UNICEF) called ‘Growing Up in Cities Project’ with the intention of 

investigating its relevance for the empowerment of young people. They stress that the project 

can be seen as a model for ‘The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child’ 

                                                 
10 Cornwall 2002 p. 11, 17-22. 
11 Mikkelsen 1995 p. 62. 
12 Chambers 1997 p. 3. 
13 Ibid p. 76. 
14 Ibid p. 102-103. 
15 Ibid p. 102. 
16 Hart 1992 p. 34.  
17 Hart 1997 passim. 
18 See for example Redclift 1995 p. 23-49.  
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(UNCRC) which strives to include young people in community planning.19 Chawla and Driskell 

argue that the convention has made decision-makers to recognise children as not just incomplete 

adults but resourceful agents.20  

        Also, in relation to participation, there are arguments claiming that the idea of development 

from below itself is desirable but at the same time, there is a need for discussing various 

challenges on how to enable participation in projects, and how to gain efficiency in empowering 

people.21 In The White Man’s Burden William Easterly discusses the ‘Poverty Reduction 

Strategy Paper’ (PRSP), which is a plan where economic policies are designed based on the 

participation of local people. Easterly praises the World Bank and the International Monetary 

Fund for recognising its importance, however, argues that it is unclear how the bottom-up 

perspective of the PRSP plan will work in practice.22 He is fairly critical to the bureaucratic 

incentives surrounded by the above mentioned plan and argues that the plan is a central 

government incentive which gives the high authorities more power instead of it being a purely 

bottom-up incentive.23  

 

2.2 Critical ideas against participation 

From Easterly’s critique a linkage could be drawn to other critical views regarding the incentive 

of participatory projects and programmes. Consequently, this part of the paper will outline 

critical aspects of participation which stress the importance of taking into account complexities 

and circumstantial factors regarding the intention of participatory projects. The main focus will 

be based upon the book Participation: The New Tyranny? which presents different notions of 

critical analysis of participation, mostly regarding participatory projects implemented by 

various institutions.24 This book is used specifically because it contains interesting and unique 

ideas that I argue to be partly overlooked in development studies. After presenting the scholars’ 

main views in the book, a summary will be outlined in the end of this part providing a 

framework of analysis which is later to be implemented on the two cases mentioned in the 

introduction. Therefore, this constitutes an essential part of the paper, as it provide basis for the 

analysis of the two cases.  

 

                                                 
19 Chawla & Driskell 2006 p. 183. 
20 Ibid p. 184. 
21 Cleaver 1999 passim.  
22 Easterly 2006 p. 127. 
23 Ibid p. 171-173. 
24 Cooke & Kothari 2001 p. 7-15. 
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2.3 Presentation of critique 

Over all, the intention of Participation: The New Tyranny? is to offer a different set of critique 

of participatory development. Until now, the critique regarding participation in development 

has mostly been based around problems of technique when implementing participatory projects. 

Therefore, the critique mentioned in Participation: The New Tyranny? is focused around other 

aspects.25 Constituting of eleven chapters written by scholars in various fields of research, “this 

book identifies a more nuanced set of understandings of workings of power as being necessary, 

in order to uncover its varied and subtle manifestations in the very discourse of participation.”26 

Moreover, Cooke and Kothari argue that the power linked to participation in the above 

mentioned citation has previously been observed but not to the same extent as the book 

highlights. They also stress that power and power relations in participatory development has 

generally been overlooked by proponents of participation. By using ‘tyranny’ in the title of the 

book, Cooke and Kothari seek to raise awareness of ways in which power in participation could 

be used illegitimate of unjust.27 Overall the book describes power relations and discusses about, 

for example, who possesses power and how this power is constructed. Each chapter describes 

a new analysis of ways in which power could become visible.  

 

2.3.1 Local knowledge 

David Mosse illustrates the notion of local knowledge within participatory programme 

planning, claiming that ideas about taking into account various aspects of local knowledge is 

dominating in the discourse of participation.28 He then strives to enlighten an argument saying 

that local knowledge could, and in fact often is, constructed from outside forces in the 

bureaucratic participatory planning from development agencies.29 Mosse exemplifies this 

power relation by stressing aspects of ways in which projects could face difficulties with 

implementing participatory planning strategies. Problems could occur with defining the concept 

of local knowledge itself and hence is could be the reason for unsuccessful methodological 

outcomes.30 Another aspect resulting in difficulties regards knowledge in terms of local power 

relations. Mosse argues: 

 

                                                 
25 Cooke & Kothari 2001 p. 1. 
26 Ibid p. 14. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Mosse 2001 p. 16. 
29 Ibid p. 17. 
30 Ibid p. 19. 
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“These [problems] throw light on the way in which what is read or presented as ‘local 

knowledge’ (such as community needs, interests, priorities and plans) is a construct of the 

planning context, behind which is concealed a complex micro-politics of knowledge production 

and use.”31 

 

If one interprets this citation, Mosse seems to argue that what is presented as local needs, what 

the local people want and prioritise, in fact is constructed by outside forces when planning the 

project. Also, it seems like Mosse claims that in these processes, there are hidden politics which 

control the ideas of what is local knowledge and needs. Furthermore, Mosse claims that it is 

highly important and relevant to consider these ideas of knowledge construction since the 

concept of local knowledge could change depending on who is producing it.32 Another aspect 

of unbalanced power relation exemplified by Mosse is the assumption that agents have leverage 

regarding tools, chosen topics and recorded information. In order to clarify this, Mosse 

illustrates a case where the expression of the local needs in a village in India becomes a question 

of higher institutional interest. He describes that when nurseries had been built in this village, 

local people were asked by the agency responsible for initiating the project, which kind of 

specie was to be planted in the nurseries. Although the actual range of species presented by the 

initiators was very limited, men and women still were asked about their needs and usages of the 

trees. It turned out to that the preferred specie was eucalyptus, regardless of a gap between the 

patterns of usage and the specie since the local community had very little experience with 

eucalyptus trees. Mosse accordingly, the sponsor of the project was in fact in favour of this tree 

and hence the ‘needs’ of the villagers were based on what the agency and sponsor was able to 

deliver.33 

        Regarding the notion of people’s knowledge in the context of planning processes of 

participatory work, what could be interpreted from Mosse’s arguments is that ‘local knowledge’ 

often is based on and formed by the interests of the dominant actor. Moreover, Mosse stresses 

that the underlying interests often are based on ideas of short-term benefits and argues that 

“’People’s knowledge’ is undoubtedly a powerful normative construct that serves to conceal 

the complex nature of information production in ‘participatory’ planning, especially the role of 

outsiders.”34 Mosse further suggests that the ideas about people’s participation and local 

knowledge are used to legitimise action by actors more powerful in comparison to the intended 

                                                 
31 Mosse 2001 p. 19.  
32 Ibid. 
33 Ibid p. 20-21. 
34 Ibid p. 23. 
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target of the participatory projects.35 Similar ideas about how power relations and construction 

of knowledge could be viewed as interconnected is also described in Uma Kothari’s chapter 

Power, Knowledge and Social Control in Participatory Development. She argues here, that 

knowledge in participatory development discourses is constructed in a way which leads to pre-

assumptions about where power exists and who is to be empowered.36 Proclaimers of the 

participation in development, effectively produce what they argue to be the ‘truth’, apart from 

the other top-down approach to development, Kothari stresses. However, these ‘true’ ideas in 

participatory discourses often result in notions of what could be considered as morally ‘good’ 

and ‘bad’. These notions are based on dichotomies about, for example, ‘uppers’ and ‘lowers’, 

professional knowledge and local knowledge and North and South.37 Also, these ideas could be 

linked to Chambers’ arguments about the powerful people being ‘uppers’ by definition38 and 

arguably is what Kothari refers to. Kothari argues that the assumptions of who should be 

empowered indicate that power and control are not to be found locally at the place of the 

participatory development project, but only at central- and macro level where the project 

planning takes place. This then results in that the only people who are subjected to power, are 

individuals at local level who ‘needs’ empowerment since they are not yet in possession of 

power.39  

        Giles Mohan, much like Mosse and Kothari, investigates local knowledge, suggesting 

concepts, such as Eurocentrism derived from post-colonial discourses, could be adaptable for 

criticising participatory approaches when ideas of local knowledge are present.40 Mohan 

outlines critique against the idea of Eurocentrism, arguing that within Eurocentrism, the 

Western world is deciding what knowledge should be portrayed as.41 One of these critical 

thoughts is constructed from “Western discourses that ‘place’ the non-West and thereby 

determine who has authority over knowledge.”42 Arguably, the reason Mohan presents these 

ideas about Eurocentrism is to connect the claims of ‘Western construction of knowledge’ to 

uneven power relations between facilitators of participatory projects and the local population. 

Once again, these are claims of local knowledge and needs in the participatory discourse that is 

not neutral. For example, as Mohan stresses: “So far we have seen in much participatory 

                                                 
35 Mosse 2001 p. 27. 
36 Kothari 2001 p. 140-141. 
37 Kothari 2001 p. 140. 
38 Chambers 1997 p. 3 
39 Kothari 2001 p. 140. 
40 Mohan 2001 p. 153-163. 
41 Ibid p. 154. 
42 Ibid. 
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research and development a re-authorizing of knowledge whereby assumptions are made 

regarding the separate rationalities of the insider and outsider.”43 It could be argued here to 

uncover Mohan’s arguments, that these assumptions of what is needed in the less developed 

parts of the world, are another way of expressing power over the local people. Furthermore, as 

Mohan argues, the Western world places itself in the centre of the ‘less’ developed and hence 

it forms assumptions of that the West is the only one with means to provide change.44  

        These above mentioned arguments are relevant to the purpose of this paper, which is to 

investigate whether critical ideas of participation could be applicable to participatory 

development cases. This, since the arguments provided about local knowledge seem to all 

conclude that what proclaimers of participation argue to be local knowledge and needs of the 

poor, in fact could be constructed ideas of what the local people need and should be provided 

with. 

 

2.3.2 Power relations and empowerment 

Kothari also examines reflections of power relations from ideas based on some of Michel 

Foucault’s arguments about power structures.45 She argues that from Foucault’s ideas, there is 

a conclusion which could be drawn, that differs from the claims that the power relations in 

development projects are uneven. Instead, Kothari argues that power is found everywhere in all 

circumstances where individuals are present.46 “Power is thus found in the creation of norms 

and social and cultural practices at all levels”47 she continuously stresses. According to Kothari, 

Foucault argued that power must be understood not just as something evolving from the centre 

and the state, but instead thriving in all spheres of society. Kothari argues that participatory 

approaches to development work often successfully outline the methodological aspects of 

participatory projects, but fail to recognise the importance of considering power imbalances in 

the society.48 Furthermore, described in this chapter by Kothari is the notion of social control. 

She stresses that inclusion could be seen as exercise of power if the act of insertion is imposed 

with control over the individuals.49 There is a linkage between what is seen as ‘truths’ and 

power relations, and as the ‘truths’ become adopted in the society, a consequence may be 

                                                 
43 Mohan 2001 p. 163. 
44 Ibid p. 162. 
45 See for example Foucault 1997 p. 283, 290; Dean 2013 p. 42-43, 94-95.  
46 Kothari 2001 p. 141. 
47 Ibid.  
48 Ibid. 
49 Ibid p. 142-143. 
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acceptance of power inequalities. In the long run, the power inequalities and ‘truths’ remain 

normatively unquestioned, Kothari argues. Therefore, participatory approaches proclaiming 

local knowledge may in fact uphold the power relations which are visible alongside social 

norms within societies.50 For example, these norms could be assumptions of what is needed. 

Arguably, it could be contradictory if the idea is to proclaim bottom-up and participatory 

approaches when in fact assumptions are carried out at the top level, at organisations while 

project planning. 

        Following Kothari’s ideas about social norms, a connection to ‘empowerment’ where 

‘truths’ and normative ideas of peoples’ wish to be empowered could be drawn. Frances Cleaver 

uncovers how ideas about empowerment could be investigated more deeply, rhetorically asking 

who is to be empowered and further examines the assumption that people find in their best 

interest to participate.51 Cleaver stresses and underlines importance of identifying what 

empowerment actually means for the local people, for example by defining the role of the better. 

She suggests that it is highly necessary to take into account the relations between participatory 

institutions and the individuals involved.52 Thus as a conclusion, Cleaver stresses: 

 

“I see the need for a radical reassessment of the desirability, practicality and efficacy of 

development efforts based on community participation. This involves rethinking not just the 

relationship between differently placed individuals and historically and spatially specific social 

structure but also the role of individuals, households, communities, development agencies and 

the state.”53 

 

One could argue that, similar to the content of this above citation, there is a need for questioning 

pre-existing structures and ideas of participation. Therefore this is the primary reason for 

including these ideas in this paper. However, other assumptions in the book are also necessary 

to interpret. Although the greater part of the book of interest is directing towards development 

studies and political science, Bill Cooke uses concepts from social psychology in order to 

compare it with participatory policies.54 

 

                                                 
50 Kothari 2001 p. 145. 
51 Cleaver 2001 p. 48. 
52 Ibid p. 54.  
53 Ibid p. 55. 
54 Cooke 2001 p. 102-121. 
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2.3.3 Social psychological concepts 

Cooke investigates concepts which all could be connected and related to human interactions 

where for example, face-to-face interactions could be problematic for participatory 

approaches.55 For instance, this would be if the interactions resulted in facilitators enforcing 

ideas upon the other part. Intentionally, Cooke’s chapter highlights necessities in visualising 

different outcomes that could be a result of human interactions. He claims that “Social 

psychological analyses of what happens when people work together in groups suggest that the 

very processes of participation can restrict the ability of participatory development to deliver 

what is claimed for it.”56 Four concepts from social psychology is portrayed in the chapter; risky 

shift, the Abilene paradox, groupthink and coercive persuasion. The first notion suggests that 

group discussions tend to lead group members in taking decisions that possess a greater threat, 

in comparison to decisions they could have made as individuals. It was founded by Stoner from 

an experiment that individuals made riskier decisions after contact with other members of the 

group.57 Stoner mentions that important factors of the experiment were perceptions from 

individuals that their risk-taking was related to ‘others like themselves’ and shared values.58 

Cooke claims that these factors from ‘risky shift’ could be found also in participatory 

development. For instance, he argues that the language used in the orthodoxy of participatory 

development is often persuasive and vibrant and the facilitators of projects often appear 

convincing.59 Although this could be positive if it would result in an improved livelihood for 

the local population, it depends on the means and underlined interests of bringing about this 

change. It could be argued, for instance, that if the intentions are not completely directed 

towards improving conditions of the poor, and instead directed towards other intentions, 

persuasion could be harmful.  

        The second concept, ‘the Abilene Paradox’, is about “unconscious collusion to produce 

false agreement.”60 Overall, the concept is based on individuals making decisions in a group 

based on a belief that their decision would be positive for the group. In other words, the 

individuals have assumptions of what the group members want regardless of their own desire. 

Cooke argues that it would be plausible to apply this concept in politics regarding participatory 

development, by using a hypothetical planning workshop with different stakeholders. It could 

                                                 
55 Cooke & Kothari 2001 p. 10-11. 
56 Cooke 2001 p. 102.  
57 Ibid p. 106-107. 
58 Stoner 1968 p. 442.  
59 Cooke 2001 p. 108. 
60 Ibid. 
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thus be plausible to believe that each actor could assume that everyone else involved in the 

planning workshop would want the project to move forward, according to Cooke. Moreover, 

this would then affect the outcome of the project since it might not take the form each individual 

stakeholder wants.61 Mentioned by Cooke is also the fear by many people to disrupt the 

consensus and risk losing position amongst other people.62 Jerry B. Harvey, who first presented 

the Abilene Paradox in the middle of 1970s, argues as a complement: “That fear of taking risks 

that may result in our separation from others is at the core of the paradox.”63 Finally, Cooke 

argues that we should not disregard writings about psychodynamics, which is the relationship 

between our cognition, feelings and our unconscious mind. This he argues since it could help 

providing a more conclusive view of the interactions between different actors in participatory 

development.64  

        Thirdly, Cooke presents the notion of ‘groupthink’, described as dynamics within the 

group that leads to a situation where wrong or bad decisions are taken.65 Schafer and Crichlow 

also define the concept claiming that in situations where groupthink is present, the most 

valuable thing is to reach cohesion in the group, regardless of other information.66 They stress 

that “[…] dissent is discouraged, supressed, or eliminated; shortcuts are taken in the process; 

assumptions by the leader or key advisors go unquestioned; and biases lead to policy.”67 Cooke 

argues that it is likely to find evidence of groupthink in discourses about participatory 

development, stressing, for example, that the morality of participatory development in itself is 

likely to be unquestioned. In general, Cooke questions the lack of groupthink in the 

participatory literature, claiming that it has not been properly presented or discussed.68  

        The last of the concepts described by Cooke, ‘coercive persuasion’, functions differently 

in comparison to the three notions regarding group dynamics. Instead of dynamics of 

unconscious processes based on assumptions, coercive persuasion is constructed out of specific 

intentions to achieve a certain result.69 Linked to this could for instance be the notion of 

brainwashing as it functions similarly. Connecting the concept to participatory development, 

Cooke suggests that one cannot assume that participants choose to participate entirely out of 

                                                 
61 Cooke 2001 p. 108-110. 
62 Ibid p. 110. 
63 Harvey 1988 p. 26.  
64 Cooke 2001 p. 111-112. 
65 Ibid p. 112. 
66 Schafer & Crichlow 2010 p. 6. 
67 Ibid. 
68 Cooke 2001 p. 112-116. 
69 Ibid p. 116. 
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their free will. He outlines Schein’s “three-stage model of change process”70 which describes 

how change involving individuals can be understood as a systematic process, and connect it 

with facilitators’ agenda to bring about change.71 To state an example of how coercive 

persuasion has worked historically, Cooke outlines the Chinese reformation which led to Maoist 

oppression of the Chinese population. The rhetoric, Cooke argues, was similar to the 

participatory discourse exemplified in this paper, and there was a strong belief of a positive 

change amongst the peasants.72 To summarise, Cook stresses:  

“Coercive persuasion suggests that participation can indeed be co-opted for a range of agendas 

other than those with the needs of the poor and oppressed at heart – hence the co-optation of 

Maoist brainwashing processes for managerial ends in Western work organizations.”73 

What is presented about social psychology through Cook’s analysis would, him accordingly, 

be evidence of limitations in achievement of participatory development. For instance, regarding 

when not to use participation in development projects.74 

 

2.3.4 South Asian NGOs 

There are certain factors which make participatory projects imposed from NGOs more or less 

successful. According to Hailey, participatory development projects from South Asian NGOs 

demonstrate evidence of informal participative tools which points to importance of building 

relationships based on trust between facilitators and local people.75 Findings from cases 

implemented by South Asian NGOs, show that they all invested in time to build relationships 

with all members of the community where the project took place. Hailey mentions cases where 

the relationship between parties resulted in a deeper understanding of local peoples’ needs as 

well as improvement in the credibility for the project agents.76 Worth mentioning also is that 

even key decision-making actors in several cases mentioned in the chapter by Hailey, function 

on an informal, personal level. In general terms, Hailey emphasises the importance of trust 

among the actors involved, thus fostering a deep-rooted relationship where “[…] personal 

dialogue, conversation and discussion are crucial to the success of shared decision-making.”77 

                                                 
70 Cooke 2001 p. 117. 
71 Ibid p. 118.  
72 Ibid p. 120. 
73 Ibid p. 120-121 
74 Ibid p. 121. 
75 Hailey 2001 p. 88-101. 
76 Ibid p. 90-91. 
77 Ibid p. 101. 
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2.4 Summary of critique 

What was presented in the previous section is an essential part of this paper in order to truthfully 

understand the different ways in which power relations are present. The ideas from 

Participation: The New Tyranny? can function as a reference tool for the analytical part of this 

paper. It is thus essential to make the findings from the various scholars operationally available 

in order to know what to specifically look for. This will be presented in the next section. What 

to look for within the cases will be categorised into four questions. There is much focus in the 

book about local knowledge and how it can be constructed through the lens of power. What the 

main arguments of Participation: The New Tyranny? seem to address, is to raise awareness 

about various ways power relations could be visible, not least in ideas of local knowledge. 

Moreover, since one of the cases is based on a South Asian NGO, it would be needless to claim 

the findings from Hailey important for this research. 

 

3. How to perform the analysis  

This section will outline how the analysis will be constructed based on the critical ideas of 

Participation: The New Tyranny? since the purpose is to investigate whether the critique is 

applicable on cases of participatory development features. Arguably, if it is clarified what to 

look for in the case studies, it will be easier to argue for any plausible missing elements in the 

two cases. In order to use the findings from the book in a comprehensive way, this section of 

the paper will present four questions that will be used as guidance in the analytical part, when 

analysing texts of the IWRM approach and the IAMAC project. Therefore, the questions are 

based on the critical ideas from the previous section. If the content of the questions are not 

mentioned, this will not mean the analysis is useless. Rather, plausibly even more useful in the 

sense that the texts might be missing views that come across, the book accordingly, as 

important. The idea here is to find information about the cases which then could make it 

reasonable to draw conclusions based on the cases. The questions to answer are: 

1. How does the project and approach generally describe the participatory aspect? How 

can tendencies of power relations be visible? 

2. How are the notions of local knowledge and needs presented and defined in the two 

cases? Are there any tendencies of outside construction? What kind of words are used 

to describe local knowledge? 
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3. How can the social psychological concepts mentioned by Cooke78 become evident in 

the two cases? 

4. How is trust and relationship discussed in the second case, based upon Hailey’s79 

argument about South Asian NGOs? 

 

3.1 Analytical questions described 

The first question serves to analyse the project and approach in a broader sense, to grasp how 

the project and approach take on the participatory aspect of development. Also, the question 

functions as a means to grasp how the two cases are connected to participation. Moreover, this 

question strives to determine how the two cases relate to participatory development in general. 

The idea is that this question could function as a gate towards deeper analysis of power relations 

connected to what is mentioned in Participation: The New Tyranny? Arguably it would be 

difficult to analyse a concept of a case without putting the concept itself in a context and thus 

the first question also strives to contextualise the notion of participation. Also, like 

Participation: The New Tyranny? this question functions as a means to uncover the various 

ways the participatory discourse is present.80 For instance, since the discourse of participation 

in development according to many is preferable as mentioned in section 2.1, it could be 

interesting to see if it is preferable also in the two cases in this report. 

        Question number 2 and 3 have similar purposes; to discover how various concepts from 

Participation: The New Tyranny? could be applied in the cases of interest, if they function 

similar to its intention in the book or, say, they cannot be applied due to lack of information for 

example. However, in the plausible scenario of lack of information, the analysis will still be 

useful since it could be argued that this also could point to valuable information. As of the last 

question, this cannot be applied to both cases since it specifically regards the ideas of South 

Asian NGOs as Hailey discusses earlier, and the IWRM is not an incentive from this kind of 

NGO.81 This question serves an important purpose since the IAMAC project was partly chosen 

in order to investigate whether this incentive has similar attributes as the ones mentioned by 

Hailey regarding importance of informal trust-building relationships.82 

                                                 
78 See pages 11-13 in this paper. 
79 See for example pages 2-3 and 13 in this paper. 
80 Cooke & Kothari 2001 p. 14.  
81 See page 16 in this report. 
82 Hailey 2001 p. 88-101. 
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4. Introduction of the two cases 

This part will outline a brief overview of the two cases that the analysis will be based on. The 

purpose of this section is to give the reader an idea of why the two cases might be of interest to 

this paper and also present information that will be used in the analysis.  

 

4.1 Integrated Water Resources Management 

The concept of IWRM was originally based on empirical experience from practitioners in the 

field. Although the concept began to be widely recognised after the World Summit on 

Sustainable Development (WSSD) in Rio 1992, it had been established several decades before, 

through water management including many stakeholders.83 In present discussions, the most 

common definition of the concept was invented by the Global Water Partnership (GWP) as: 

 

“[…] a process which promotes the coordinated development and management of water, land 

and related resources in order to maximise economic and social welfare in an equitable manner 

without compromising the sustainability of vital ecosystems.”84 

 

Also, GWP suggests that IWRM is an environmentally sustainable approach which not only 

promotes participation, but foster economic growth and improve human health. It is also 

suggested to be a cross-sectoral approach in comparison to the traditional, in their view, poorly 

working approach to water management.85 According to Hassing et al. the approach of IWRM 

emerged in striving to find a new paradigm for water management and they stress that the 

approach was formed to be able to address challenges of climate change, water scarcity and 

pollution among others. From the International Conference on Water and the Environment in 

Dublin also in 1992, a list of four principles of IWRM was formed and functioned as a 

framework incorporating aspects of environmental, economic and social sustainability.86 The 

principles were:  

 “Freshwater is a finite and vulnerable resource, essential to sustain life, development 

and the environment 

 Water development and management should be based on a participatory approach 

involving users, planners and policy makers at all levels 

                                                 
83 Hassing et al. 2009 p. 3.  
84 Global Water Partnership 2010. 
85 Ibid. 
86 Hassing et a. 2009 p. 3. 
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 Women play a central part in the provision, management and safeguarding of water 

 Water has an economic value in all its competing uses and should be recognized as 

an economic good”87 

Applicably, the IWRM approach could be considered as a cycle and a process depending on 

transparency from efficient governing institutions. Moreover, without no stated beginnings and 

ends, the process of IWRM aims at forming water management in accordance with the 

environment.88 The IWRM process functions in different levels and it could be adopted through 

governments and policies which then also could be decentralised own to community level.89 

 

4.2 Integrated Approach for Mitigation of Arsenic Contamination of Drinking Water in 

Bangladesh 

According to World Health Organization (WHO), in Bangladesh at least 20 million people are 

at risk of being contaminated by arsenic in drinking water. This problem has been recognised 

since the 1990s and the symptoms of arsenic taxation is similar to symptoms of cancer, thus 

resulting in difficulties of distinguishing the two afflictions.90 

        The project of Integrated Approach for Mitigation of Arsenic Contamination of Drinking 

Water in Bangladesh (IAMAC) is smaller in comparison to IWRM regarding actors involved, 

but as previously mentioned, the idea of using different cases in this paper is to examine whether 

the differences could affect the critical analysis. The IAMAC project was directed towards 

improving the drinking water in Sharsha Upazila in the Jessore District in Bangladesh. 

Implemented in January 2002 by the Asia Arsenic Network (AAN), IAMAC was a three-year 

project completed in December 2004. According to the AAN Final Report 2004, the purpose 

of the project was:  

“(a) To identify the dimensions of arsenic contamination in terms of contaminated 

tubewells and arsenicosis patients,  

(b) To create awareness among people on the risks of arsenic,  

(c) To secure and supply safe water and  

(d) To build up capacity of local government institutions and among community 

people for management of arsenic problem.”91 

                                                 
87 Hassing et a. 2009 p. 3. 
88 Global Water Partnership 2010b. 
89 Hassing et al. 2009 p. 14. 
90 World Health Organization 2012. 
91 Arai 2004 p. VI. 
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The problem of contaminated drinking water in Bangladesh was at the time of the project, 

severe with high levels of arsenic.92 The implementation of the IAMAC project was constructed 

as a tenfold plan on integration and performance of the various actors. The first step was to 

coordinate meetings with different levels of the community and the Arsenic Mitigation 

Committees (AMCs) where reports of household surveys was informed to the committees. 

Thereafter, the Field Workers in Sharsha Upazila were mapping the tube wells and the villagers 

who were suspected contaminated by the water. Also, emphasis was made on raising awareness 

for the villagers and medical guidance and mobile centres for contaminated people were other 

steps involved in the plan. It is also described that villagers were encouraged to establish a 

‘Users Committee’ in to enable a safe water option alternate to the contaminated well. After the 

selection and construction of the alternate safe water option, all family members of the Users 

Committee are involved in maintenance training in order for everyone to understand the 

function of the new water source. Monitoring of the new water devices is another important 

feature to ensure the sustainability of arsenic mitigation.93  

        Raising awareness and community participation is crucial for effective arsenic 

mitigation.94 Likely, besides from involving the villagers in the mitigation and monitoring 

processes, the IAMAC project also focus on updating and keeping records of the contaminated 

patients by a special Medical Consultation Unit (MCU) in AANs Jessore office. The follow-up 

and monitoring activities by the MCU contributed in improved condition for the patients.95 

 

5. Analytical part based on the critique 

This chapter will present a critical analysis based on the questions from section 3. As mentioned 

in the introductory part, the purpose of this analysis is to investigate whether the critical ideas 

of Participation: The New Tyranny? is applicable to cases using participatory development in 

various ways. The analysis will be divided into two parts, each focusing on one of the cases. 

The primary reason for this division in this chapter is to reduce any plausible confusion 

regarding the cases. A complementary discussion of the two cases is further to be presented. 

 

                                                 
92 Asia Arsenic Network 2004 p. 3.  
93 Ibid p. 9-11. 
94 Ibid p. 11. 
95 Ibid p. 52. 
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 5.1 Analysis of Integrated Water Resources Management 

This part will, based on findings from several sources, analyse the approach of IWRM based 

on the questions listed in section 3. The first question considers investigating the discourse of 

participatory development and discover how the concept is described. First of all, the very name 

of IWRM contains the word ‘integrated’ which provides an idea of an approach and process 

based on ideas on inclusion and arguably participation. However, the name itself functions 

poorly in order to determine whether participatory development is a main objective for this 

approach. Although, the second of the ‘Dublin Principles’ from the International conference on 

Water and the Environment previously listed, proclaims that “Water development and 

management should be based on a participatory approach involving users, planners and policy 

makers at all levels.”96 Though it is mentioned here in broad terms which kind of actors should 

be involved it seems fair to argue that the usage of participation in this principle mentions very 

little about how in practice participation involving these actors should be made. Here it would 

be preferable to investigate examples where this principle has been adapted.  

        Over all, the United Nations World Water Development’s (UNWWD) report Integrated 

Water Resources Management in Action by Hassing et al. do not seem to put focus on the 

participatory part of the Dublin Principles. Rather the report is said to explore the 

implementation of IWRM projects and states examples of successful projects where the IWRM 

approach had been of interest.97 Therefore, it could be argued that in this specific report the 

participatory discourse is not particularly evident. However, Hassing et al. highlight importance 

of integration on various sectors claiming that it would be preferable if all sectors could be 

integrated and therefore co-ordination is necessary.98 According to a report by the Technical 

Advisory Committee (TAC) of GWP, the participatory part of the Dublin Principles, ‘real’ 

participation is only to be present in a situation where stakeholders are part of the decision-

making processes. The committee argues that these processes either occur through 

democratically elected spokespersons from agencies represent stakeholders, or if stakeholders 

directly participate in community meetings. Moreover, they continue arguing the importance of 

involving and integrating stakeholders on all levels of the structure have impacts on various 

water management levels.99 It would be fair to argue that these aspects of participation 

mentioned by the committee are also discussed heavily amongst other proclaimers of the 

                                                 
96 Hassing et al. 2009 p. 3. 
97 Ibid p. 1, 8-9, 11-12, 16-18. 
98 Ibid p. 6. 
99 Agarwal et al. 2000 p. 15-16. 
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participatory approach.100 Although claiming that simply participatory opportunities in itself 

will not enhance the situation for disadvantaged or marginalised groups101, the TAC does not 

offer any concrete solutions in this report on how to handle this. It could be argued that by not 

emphasising means on how to include all members of the community, the participatory 

approach could in fact contribute to exclusion of the disadvantaged. This would for instance be 

the case if as argued by Kothari, the inclusion itself is seen as a means of power.102 One way of 

overcoming problems of exclusion would be to change the means in which the structures of the 

approach is carried out, as exemplified by Hildyard et al.103  

        Regarding the third principle of the IWRM approach, about importance of including 

women in the decision-making processes, the TAC admit that it would take a long time before 

women are fully included in the participatory processes.104 In the GWP Annual Report 2014, it 

is argued that there is a new strategy formed which serves to incorporate gender in the work of 

GWP, for instance in a framework of practicing approaches with gender focus.105 They also 

exemplify a case in India where female farmers were giving a change to participate in decision-

making and share farming experiences.106 However, in order to fully understand the impacts on 

women in agriculture as this example tells, it would be preferable to provide evidence such as 

interviews or similar in this report, to have higher sense of credibility. In the Annual Report, 

the general attitude towards the concept of participation seems to be positive and the report 

acknowledges that as previously mentioned, gender is important to include in the work, but 

they also argue that there should be an engagement of young people.107 Albeit, the Annual 

Report, seems to be lacking of information of ways in which this participation could function 

in practice. The report mentions that within cases using the participatory approach, participation 

was visible for example, within local communities and had inclusion of several actors.108 

However, it is not explained in this report how these participatory approaches have impacted 

on the local population and thus it is up to the reader to make assumptions about ways in which 

the various development approaches have impacted on the stakeholders. Moreover, by claiming 

that “GWP Thailand and its Partners facilitated the participation of local communities […]”109 

                                                 
100 See for example Chambers 1997 and Hart 1997.  
101 Agarwal et al. 2000 p. 17. 
102 Kothari 2001 p. 142-143. 
103 Hildyard et al. 2001 p. 69. 
104 Agarwal et al. 2000 p. 17-18. 
105 Global Water Partnership 2015 p. 33.  
106 Ibid p. 28. 
107 Global Water Partnership 2015 p. 6. 
108 Ibid p. 9-16, 25-30. 
109 Global Water Partnership 2015 p. 16. 
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one could, based on previous discussions about power relations, argue that the situation is likely 

to be uneven regarding power. To clarify, it is said in the above citation that the GWP facilitated 

the participation and therefore, arguably the incentives did not come from the local 

communities. Also, it does not seem like the Annual Report has taken into account nor reflected 

upon the ideas of power imbalances mentioned in Participation: The New Tyranny? For 

instance by stressing that they deliver change and alongside create value.110 

        Arguably, claiming that the GWP creates values with the development projects they are 

facilitating, it seems as if the already existing values are not sufficient hence in need of change. 

Similar ideas are to be found with the previous mentioned UNWWD report by Hassing et al. 

Here, it is suggested that IWRM would imply “[…] a change of mindset for farmers”111 in 

places where irrigation systems are insufficient. Though it is not mentioned that the IWRM 

approach would impose or force the creation of values or attitude as above mentioned, still none 

of the two reports mention the plausible connection to power imbalances. 

        Since a great part of Participation: The New Tyranny? reflects upon ideas that local 

knowledge sometimes is constructed and formed from outside forces, this part of the analysis 

will investigate whether there are tendencies of these processes in the case of IWRM. There is 

some evidence that point to focus of local knowledge in implementing the IWRM approach. In 

the Annual Report, GWP addresses a six-year plan incorporating three goals and a thematic 

approach designed to focus on six areas of development.112 Concerning the second analytical 

question, of most interest would be the second goal presented in the report by GWP: “Generate 

and communicate knowledge.”113 The focus of the goal is to share knowledge and develop new 

ways of communicating knowledge between the various stakeholders within the GWP. It is 

argued in the report, that the GWP through knowledge sharing “enables the development and 

dissemination of new demand-driven knowledge products based on local knowledge and 

experiences rooted in different parts of the world.”114 Arguably, as the citation suggests, the 

GWP mentions that knowledge and community should be based on local knowledge from a 

wide range of the world. However, since the interest of GWP is to spread knowledge based on 

the IWRM approach and their ideas of water management as previously suggested, it could be 

seen as a means to “[…] conceal complex nature of information”115 since the information is 

                                                 
110 Global Water Partnership 2015 p. 7. 
111 Hassing et al. 2009 p. 7. 
112 Global Water Partnership 2015 p. 6. 
113 Ibid p. 19. 
114 Ibid p. 22. 
115 Mosse 2001 p. 23. 
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constructed by the dominant actor. Also, based on Kothari’s discussion about assumptions of 

what the less developed need, it seems like the IWRM through the GWP makes these 

assumptions about who are to be empowered and who are in need of this sharing of knowledge. 

For instance since the approach provides “[…] a change of mindset for farmers”116, it seems 

like there is a definite idea of that the farmers need changing and not the other way around. On 

the one hand it could be argued that the overall content of the Annual Report, the UNWWD 

report and the TAC report does not focus much on effects on stakeholders. On the other hand, 

one plausible reason for this might be that IWRM is a broad approach used in many different 

contexts all around the world.117 As a suggestion, one could for instance look at case studies 

where the IWRM approach have been used, as the case studies mention in the Annual Report 

do not provide enough information.  

        Upadhyay and Kumar Rai have investigated cases in India where IWRM has been used 

together with ideas of public participation in maintenance of the Yamuna River basin. In their 

description of methods used for raising awareness and partnership campaign, they mention that 

a primary survey was conducted in order to collect information from the villagers. The reason 

for the survey was to collect information about current water management status and gather the 

villagers’ opinion of climate change and how this affects their farming structures.118 Upadhyay 

and Kumar Rai also stress that the survey had four major points of focus, which arguably 

describe inclusion of local people’s experience. These objectives of the survey were: 

“1. to describe key changes in the study region including shift factors, outcome 

variables, implementation of policies and programs, changes in local perceptions, 

organizations and actions in natural resource management; water quality and 

availability; 

2. to analyze local-level determinants of technological and institutional change and 

their outcomes in terms of economic, ecological and social environments;  

3. to understand the nature of collective and individual responses of villages to the 

pressures of change including their corresponding implications for the economic and 

ecological conditions;  

4. to derive policy recommendations that facilitates potential benefits for people and 

nature through watershed development in specific pathways and restricts their negative 

consequences. ”119 

                                                 
116 Hassing et al. 2009 p. 7. 
117 See for example Global Water Partnership 2010 and Global Water Partnership 2015. 
118 Upadhyay & Kumar Rai 2013 p. 25-26. 
119 Ibid p. 26. 
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Upadhyay and Kumar Rai stress that the most important mechanism of the survey was oral 

group interviews to collect information about the villagers’ perception of historical changes. 

There was also a separate interviews with the women, to get a detailed view of the life status.120 

        It would be fair to argue that this above stated participatory example involves elements of 

the second analytical question regarding how the notions of local knowledge and needs are 

mentioned and presented. First of all, the intention of the survey was to collect local information 

and not least, the perceptions of the villagers. One advantage of conducting oral interviews, is 

that it often enable the collection of local perspectives, similar to Bryman’s discussions.121 

However, there is reason to bear in mind the biases that sometimes occur with interviews, for 

instance through the personality and style or presentation of question from the interviewer 

which hence affects the interview.122 Therefore it would be difficult to say whether these group 

interviews mentioned by Upadhyay and Kumar Rai were completely unbiased or not. Similar 

to the previous discussed texts in this section, there is little mentioned by Upadhyay and Kumar 

Rai about power relations and its plausible effect on local knowledge. Consequently, even 

though the survey of the Yamuna River basin was set out to understand local perspectives, there 

could still be reason to doubt it. This could be said for instance with the arguments of Mosse 

about shaping knowledge based on own interest, in mind.123  

        The third of the analytical questions in this paper regards if the social psychological 

concepts described by Cooke are to be found in any of the cases. As to recall, the concepts 

Cooke discusses are ‘risky shift’, ‘the Abilene Paradox’, ‘groupthink’ and ‘coercive 

persuasion’. Cooke describes the first three as concepts formed unconsciously where the fourth 

is used with the aim of using persuasive methods to establish a certain outcome, most likely 

involving change or reform.124 Although one has not found evidence of any of these stated 

concepts being used in the case of IWRM, there is still an interesting aspect of speculating 

whether it sometimes is being practiced. As for the situation in the case of the Yamuna River 

basin, the interviewer performing the group interviews might have affected the villagers by for 

instance using coercive methods. To conclude, one would like to argue that it is fairly difficult 

to find evidence of any of these above mentioned methods from text analysis. It seems like they 

could be present in this case regarding the interviews but one could not be certain of such a 

                                                 
120 Upadhyay & Kumar Rai 2013 p. 27. 
121 Bryman 2011 p. 412-445. 
122 Scott & Marshall 2009. 
123 Mosse 2001 p. 23.  
124 Cooke 2001 p. 116. 
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claim unless performing other kinds of researches, for instance through directly conversing with 

the villagers. 

 

5.2 Analysis of Integrated Approach for Mitigation of Arsenic Contamination of 

Drinking Water in Bangladesh 

In this part, a critical review of the IAMAC project will be exemplified. As earlier mentioned, 

the aim is not to compare this analysis with the previous one about IWRM. Instead, the idea is 

to see if the analytical questions, and thus the critique, could be applied on this case and what 

that implies on the notion of participation. As the first question implies about general notion of 

participation, Asia Arsenic Network describes the purpose of the project to secure safe drinking 

water and that villagers are to independently maintain the new alternate source of water.125 If 

this is to be followed, arguably the villagers have to participate and actively contribute in the 

maintenance of the well. Therefore, this implies that participation was highly crucial to this 

project. This is also confirmed by stressing that the effectiveness of the project is due to 

community participation and activities of raising awareness.126 Moreover, it is stressed in the 

report that suggestions for new future projects should be to emphasise awareness-raising in 

local government systems and securing participatory processes.127 The latter part of inclusion 

of the local authority is stressed in a few more places in the report.128 Therefore, it could be 

argued that the AAN claims an importance in involving the local government forces in this 

project. Arguably, if the NGO facilitating the project did not take into account the local 

structures, their ignorance could in a sense be viewed as a form of dominance. However, it 

seems fair to suggest that the inclusion of local government systems in this project may have 

been a means to include more levels of the community. As familiarly known, this could be 

viewed as elements of participatory practices. 

        According to the Final Report and previously mentioned, Arsenic Mitigation Committees 

(AMCs) were formed at the local level. As an incentive from the Government of Bangladesh, 

the AMCs had the responsibility of motivating villagers to form Users Committees and forming 

public gatherings.129 Albeit, in this part of the report it is not clarified how the construction of 

these AMCs were made, for example if they were formed democratically or by any other means. 

                                                 
125 Asia Arsenic Network 2004 p. 15. 
126 Ibid p. 11. 
127 Ibid p. 16. 
128 See for example Asia Arsenic Network 2004 pages VI, XII, 15-16, 34 and 68. 
129 Asia Arsenic Network 2004 p. 34-35. 
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This is an important aspect to be taken into account as it plausibly could have affected the 

structures of the participatory processes and the credibility of the project. It is, however, stressed 

in the report that the members of the Users Committees were “elected by the beneficiaries”130 

which, although vaguely, implies how these committees were formed. Still, no further notice in 

the report is given the ‘beneficiaries’ which means it is not clear who they were in relation to 

the community participation. The overall view of the participatory discourse linked to this 

project is that it focuses on involving the local population for instance by independently 

controlling the maintenance of the wells. Nevertheless, one could question the lack of 

information on the formation processes above discussed. 

       This forthcoming part aims at discussing local knowledge and local needs in regards to the 

IAMAC project. First of all, since this project regarded the development and change of drinking 

water, from severe, contaminated to alternate, improved water source, it seems rather complex 

in relation to previously discussed notion of local knowledge. For example, in this project much 

emphasis was put on raising awareness of the risks with arsenic drinking water. Arguably, it 

would have been difficult to ask the villagers of their knowledge in this specific case, if they 

were unaware of it from the beginning. However, mentioned in the Final report are several 

different surveys conducted by the facilitators; household surveys before the project with the 

aim of locating arsenic-contaminated patients131 and to detect villagers’ general view and 

knowledge of arsenic-infected tube wells.132 Also, after the project, follow-up surveys were 

carried out to the villagers with the purpose of mapping water usage in order to analyse the 

maintenance.133 It seems like by taking in to account the views of the villagers before adopting 

the project, the facilitators were concerned about local knowledge and needs. Nevertheless, 

whether a connection to local knowledge could be found depends on the construction of the 

surveys, that is, what kind of questions were asked.  

        In relation to Mosse’s argument about hidden political agendas and micro-politics in the 

construction of local knowledge and needs134, one could suggest that these ideas also are 

applicable to the IAMAC project. For instance, in the Final Report it is argued that there is a 

need for changing the tube wells and hence improving the quality of the water.135 One could 

claim that since the facilitators of the project informed about the arsenic contamination, they 

                                                 
130 Asia Arsenic Network 2004 p. 35. 
131 Ibid p. 7. 
132 Ibid p. 27. 
133 Asia Arsenic Network 2004 p. 54. 
134 Mosse 2001 p. 19. 
135 Asia Arsenic Network 2004 passim.  
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constructed the ideas of what was needed for the villagers and therefore formed assumptions 

regarding the idea of local needs and knowledge. Nonetheless, there is arguably not much 

reason in questioning these assumptions in this project since it regarded severe impacts on 

health and livelihood for the villagers and not, say, policy changes similar to the IWRM 

approach. As the report stresses, the Users Committees and the Field Workers were formed by 

the villagers by incentives of AAN.136 As such, one could argue that it enhanced the 

participation of villagers since they themselves created the committees. Therefore, it could also 

have affected the structure between the individuals and the facilitators since their rolls were 

constructed by dynamic processes. This could be linked to Cleaver’s conclusion about the need 

for re-thinking the relationship between the individuals, community and development 

agencies137, for example.  

        From these ideas of relationship between various parties, a linkage could be drawn to the 

arguments of South Asian NGOs which Hailey makes. As earlier mentioned, the essence in 

Hailey’s argument is the idea that South Asian NGOs primarily emphasise trust as a vital aspect 

in participatory development projects.138 He suggests that decision-makers, and thus the 

facilitators, should work together with local farmers and highlight informal, unstructured 

dialogues and contacts.139 In the Final Report, the AAN argues that AAN Field Officers 

frequently visited communities affected by arsenic and as a result, formed close relationship 

with the villagers.140 This assumption together with what is stressed above about the locally 

elected members of Users Committee, could indicate that the AAN underlines importance of 

inclusion. Moreover, inclusion of various actors could arguably form a relationship between 

the actors involved. Albeit it would be fairly naïve to suggest inclusion itself forms close 

relationship, after all, as Kothari argues inclusion itself could be a means of power.141 However, 

it could be argued that by mentioning relationship in the report, the AAN might similar to 

Hailey, argue that it should be considered important in participatory development projects. 

Lastly, in the result column of the project matrix, it is stressed that “The relationships between 

the local government institutions/community people in arsenic-affected areas and AAN are 

maintained for cooperation.”142 This could also indicate that they argue for the importance of 

                                                 
136 Asia Arsenic Network 2004 p. 3. 
137 Cleaver 2001 p. 55. 
138 Hailey 2001 p. 90. 
139 Ibid p. 95. 
140 Asia Arsenic Network 2004 p. 13 and 35. 
141 Kothari 2001 p. 142-143. 
142 Asia Arsenic Network 2004 p. 75. 
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relationship but the quality of such a relationship would be difficult to measure unless arguably 

communicating with the local people. 

        There are not many tendencies of social psychological aspects as the third question 

compels. Speculating, one could identify plausible situations where for instance, ‘coercive 

persuasion’ could have been present. As Cooke argued, the idea with this social psychological 

aspect is that the affected is not acting by its own free will, or that the phenomenon of 

brainwashing is to be seen.143 In the case of the IAMAC project, these tendencies could have 

been present since the villagers were affected by the facilitators in the sense that the villagers 

were informed about the current situation of their drinking water and that they had to change 

the tube wells. The report does not stress whether the methods were coercive, but it seems likely 

that they might have been in order to achieve drastic changes as of the IAMAC project. 

 

6. Discussion 

This section will constitute of a discussion of the findings in the previous analytical section. 

Again addressing the research question: To what extent are the critical ideas in Participation: 

The New Tyranny? applicable to cases of participatory development? in this part of the paper, 

one strives to discuss the question in relation to the analysis. First of all, one argument 

concerning both the IWRM approach and the IAMAC project, is the lack of reflections from 

the local population. It is plausible that the surveys conducted mention true experience of the 

people involved in the processes, but these experiences are not visible in any of the texts used 

in the analytical part. Also, since there has been a lack of considering power relations in both 

cases, discussions on how to manage these should be highly prioritised in the planning process. 

This claiming is based on the greater part of the arguments presented in Participation: The New 

Tyranny? However, from a hermeneutic perspective when interpreting texts from the 

perspective and intention of the author as Bryman discusses144, it is plausible that the analysis 

would look different. It seems reasonable to argue that the intention of the texts is not to 

highlight power dynamics but to present the IWRM approach and the IAMAC project. As 

hermeneutics also implies, the historical and social context has to be taken into consideration 

in the analysis. For instance, it is likely to suggest that the social context might differ from the 

time when the reports were written in comparison to the time of writing this paper. Although, 

                                                 
143 Cooke 2001 p. 117. 
144 Bryman 2011 p. 507-508. 
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to confirm this conclusion, one would have to perform a different kind of analysis focusing on 

the social contexts.  

        Another way to determine whether a participatory case is applicable for the critique would 

be to decide if the participatory approach is being imposed from ‘above’, for example by an 

NGO, or initiated directly from below, perhaps more appropriate to the explanation of 

grassroots-development. The critique in Cooke and Kothari’s book seems to be concerning the 

former which makes it better suited for the cases in this paper. It is difficult to apply the concepts 

used in Participation: The New Tyranny? in the case of IWRM as a whole since it is an approach 

which could have different impacts on different projects. Another aspect worth mentioning is 

the fact that the IAMAC project is smaller in comparison to the IWRM approach. Since there 

is only one text material provided in this paper, it might be insufficient in order to perform a 

deeper and more complete text analysis. However, this is due to the lack of proper material to 

suit the intention of analysing a project from a South Asian NGO. 

        Finally, I argue that the critical ideas discussed in the Cooke and Kothari’s book are, to a 

great extent, applicable to cases of participatory development. Hitherto, this can be said for the 

cases mentioned in this paper. I also believe that there is reason to continue critically analysing 

favourable concepts such as participation, in order to reach a deeper understanding of its true 

impacts on peoples’ livelihood. The idea that participation per se will bring about improvements 

in well-being should not be taken for granted. Instead, what should be of primary focus is the 

establishment of dialogues which incorporate various opinions and perceptions. Most 

important, however, is to raise awareness of the dynamics of power that may be seen in 

situations of participatory development work. This could be achieved by open up for 

discussions on how power relations are perceived by all people involved in the development 

project. The discussions should be performed both in the planning- as well as the 

implementation process of participatory development.  

 

7. Further research 

Further research is required in order to determine if the critique is applicable to all participatory 

approaches and projects, since most definitely, they differ in terms of context and structure. To 

extend this research, one idea would be to collect materials from field studies in places where 

participatory development projects are present. Interesting would be to see whether the local 

population themselves are aware of the intentions of the project and the plausibility of uneven 

power relations. Opinions from the local population could be difficult to find from text 
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analytical methods such as this paper outlines. Field studies could enable eye to eye contact 

which may also be a valuable complement. Therefore, further research in this matter is needed. 

 

8. Conclusion 

Previous research have proclaimed and criticised the concept of participation. Asserters of using 

participatory approaches in development work argue that it provide means for the local 

population to control and shape their own development and livelihood and hence enable 

empowerment from grassroots-level. Found in this paper are critical ideas not rejecting 

participation as a whole, but instead argue that there are factors which need to be considered 

before fully embracing it. In Participation: The New Tyranny? Cooke and Kothari describes 

arguments from several scholars who discuss familiarly notions of local knowledge and power 

relations suggesting previous research has overlooked certain important aspects of participatory 

approaches. In this paper, two cases with integrated approaches in water resources management 

have been analysed based on the critical views mentioned in Participation: The New Tyranny? 

The aim has been to engage the research question to what extent are the critical ideas in 

Participation: The New Tyranny? applicable to cases of participatory development? It is argued 

that the critical ideas are, to a great extent, applicable for analysing participatory development. 

For instance, patterns of power imbalances are visible in the case reports and perceptions of 

local knowledge and needs. Also argued is a need for enhanced discussions and dialogues 

within participatory development work; both on the dynamics of power relations and with the 

local population.  
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