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Abstract
In this article,1 we look at colonialities of gender and sexuality as concepts employed in international aid and development.
These international arenas reveal not only strong reiterations ofmodernist linear thinking and colonial continuities but also
provide insights into the complexities of the implementation and vernacularisation of gender and sexuality in practices of
development. Using a critical anthropological perspective, we discuss case studies based on our own research in Egypt
and Bangladesh to illustrate the importance of unpacking exclusionary mechanisms of gender and sexuality scripts in the
promotion of women’s rights and sexual and reproductive health and rights in postcolonial development contexts. We pro-
vide a conceptual analysis of decolonial feminist attempts at moving beyond the mere critique of development to enable
a more inclusive conversation in the field of development. To work towards this goal, we argue, a critical anthropological
approach proves promising in allowing a politically-sensitive, ethical, and critical engagement with the Other.
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1. Introduction

Political scientist Nancy Fraser questions the rise of
second-wave feminism’s conjunction with the rise of ne-
oliberalism (Fraser, 2009). Her analysis is of immediate
relevance to the critical conversations surrounding the
concepts of gender and sexual equality today as cer-
tain feminist ideals are still selectively employed in the
shape of gender and sexual rights mainstreaming pro-
grams in international and national machineries. Fraser
calls this the ‘selective incorporation and partial recuper-
ation’ of some strands of feminist critique (2009, p. 99).

Similarly, Eisenstein demonstrates how US mainstream
feminism has ‘helped global capitalism to increase its in-
roads into the Global South’ (2009, p. 133). As a conse-
quence of these processes, ‘gender’ has become elusive
and a heavily ‘disputed concept in the arena of politics’
(Scott, 2013). It is a discursive construct that has been as-
cribed many meanings. Or, as Fraser postulates, the fem-
inist social movement has resulted in an offspring of gen-
eral discursive constructs that are ‘empty signifier(s) of
the good’ (2009, p. 114).

In this article we depart from this broader analysis of
the current state of notions of gender and sexuality in ne-

1 Both authors have contributed equally to this article.
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oliberal regimes and its extensions in development poli-
cymaking, focusing on the Global South.We aim to join a
conversation of scholarship situated on the interface of
postcolonial critique, critical development studies, and
feminist theories with respect to gender and sexuality.
Our contribution lies in advancing a critical anthropologi-
cal approach to gender and sexuality in development pro-
grams, based on our ethnographic observations in Egypt
and Bangladesh.Wewill point at approaches that are not
taken and courses that are not followed due to what we
call the ‘scriptedness’ of international interventions con-
cerning issues of gender and sexuality.

This article focuses specifically on the uses andmean-
ings of gender and sexuality within development pro-
grams. It examines the visible and invisible work that
these concepts do in the context of postcolonial states.
As early as the 1994 International Conference on Popula-
tion andDevelopment (ICPD) conference in Cairo and the
1995 Beijing Summit were held, scholars have critically
examined the successes of transnational feminism (e.g.,
Grewal & Kaplan, 1994; Ong, 1996, 2011; Spivak, 1995).
Another wave of critique started in the early 2000s, fo-
cusing on processes of fast-growing NGO-isation and its
negative effects on grassroots social movements, par-
ticularly concerning women’s rights (e.g., Grewal, 2005;
Jad, 2005). In the same vein, several scholars in crit-
ical/radical development studies (Baaz, 2005; Escobar,
2012; Ferguson, 1994; Kothari, 2005; K. Wilson, 2012)
have argued that the political project of development is
still shaped by some of the key colonial paradigms: West-
ern sexual and gender norms are portrayed as universal,
the West is seen as more developed and burdened with
the task to help others and development is understood
as a linear process towards desirable social change.

Simultaneously, scholars writing on the interface of
development and feminist concerns have attempted to
expand on these initial critiques of NGO-isation by con-
sidering the messiness and complexity of effects of NGO
activism in the field of women’s rights (e.g., Bernal &
Grewal, 2014; de Jong, 2009; Lashaw, Vannier, & Samp-
son, 2017; Van Raemdonck, 2013). Some approach gen-
der and development through the lens of body politics
(Harcourt, 2009) and argue for thinking gender and sex-
uality issues in terms of human rights in a bid to ad-
vance sexual rights within an overall development goal
of well-being (Cornwall, Corrêa, & Jolly, 2008). Indeed,
the initial agreements of the Cairo and Beijing confer-
ences continue to form important international leverage
for activists globally who attempt to advance women’s
rights and Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights
(SRHR)2. The Nordic countries have been particularly
active in integrating conceptions of gender and sexual
equality and SRHR in their development policies (e.g.,
Cornwall et al., 2008, p. 1). Sweden, Norway, Denmark,
and the Netherlands have started to promote ‘the hu-
man rights of LGBTI(Q) in their core development strate-

gies’ (Klapeer, 2017, p. 42). Political scientist and gen-
der studies scholar Christine M. Klapeer, among others,
has warned us, however, for the ‘implications’ of such an
LGBTIQ inclusive European political agenda. She demon-
strates how these development strategies equally in-
volve homo(trans)nationalist norms and a strengthening
of the age-old belief of European sexual exceptionalism.

In this article, we aim to look at international devel-
opment discourses on gender and sexuality related sub-
jects, but focus on how such interventions play out in
the Global South. We are interested in how gender and
sexuality understandings operate within development
projects and how they interact with local epistemolo-
gies. We agree with the necessity of a radical scrutiny of
the colonial mindset and want to make a case for a crit-
ical anthropology of gender and sexuality that assesses
how development projects aim to (re)shape subjectivi-
ties to fit certain expectations but often fail spectacu-
larly. For this reason, we use the term ‘scripts’ to refer
to the explicit goals of projects. The standardised dis-
course formulated in the transnational sphere can be un-
derstood as scripts that operate as blueprints for action:
e.g., for gender mainstreaming, sexual education pro-
grams, Violence Against Women (VAW) initiatives, or for
campaigns against practices such as FGC (Female Genital
Cutting). The steps to follow and the content to be cov-
ered during activities and awareness-raising sessions are
often broken down in clear-cut and easy steps, such as
for example the setting up of women’s crisis centres in
Russia as part of the international campaign against VAW
(Hemment, 2014).

An anthropological approach enables us to study
scripts and what lies beyond. This means that we
are more interested in examining the implicit under-
lying goals and detecting silences, missing elements,
and paths-not-taken of projects during implementation.
Through empirical case studies of campaigns against FGC
in Egypt and sexual education in Bangladesh, this article
engages with certain impediments brought by develop-
ment scripts related to gender and sexuality issues. We
illustrate how these scripts involve exclusionary mecha-
nisms that lock out beneficiaries’ participation as full sub-
jects possessing valuable knowledge. Scripts tend to not
take beneficiaries’ own awareness and already existing
creativity and coping strategies as starting points of the
conversation but rather aim to correct those. They are
pragmatically goal-oriented toward behavioural change
and therefore leave little room for real conversation and
dialogue between equal partners.

In the next two sections, we rely on our cases of anti-
FGC campaigns in Egypt and sex education promotion in
Bangladesh to demonstrate the disregard of beneficia-
ries’ own knowledge and the dominance of a secular bias.
Subsequently, we aspire to move beyond deconstruc-
tionist critique and find inspiration in decolonial femi-
nist theorising to conceive newways forward. Our under-

2 As specified in the official conference report, SRHR refers to a state of complete physical, mental, and social well-being, the ability to have a satisfying
and safe sex life and the capability to reproduce and the freedom to decide if, when, and how often to do so (United Nations, 1995, p. 40).
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standing of critical anthropology endorses an ethical re-
lationship with the Other through extensive investment
in contextual embeddedness and openness towards cat-
egories emerging on the ground, while simultaneously
resisting and questioning dominant analytical concepts
and frameworks in the field of development.

Rather than a rejection of deconstructionist critique,
we intend to further develop this critical approach to-
wards new frameworks which would allow a persistent
critique of development and the construction of more
inclusive concepts simultaneously. This move beyond de-
construction, as we will discuss, includes a decolonial
feminist call for hyper-reflexivity and replacing a sense of
‘being responsible for’ to ‘being responsible to’ (Kapoor,
2008; Spivak, 1988, 2004), feminist objectivity and situ-
ated knowledge (Haraway, 1988), and ontological justice
(E. Wilson, 2017). Our understanding of ‘a move beyond’
is therefore not ‘a move away’, but an expansion and fur-
ther development of deconstructionist critique. This fur-
ther development is needed to both recognise the im-
portance of development work and to envision its con-
tinuation, albeit in different ways. As aptly put by Spivak,
the task is to “engage in a persistent critique of what
one cannot not want” (1993, p. 284). Finally, we argue
that a critical anthropology of gender and sexuality will
allow analyses toward a more inclusive conversation in
aid and development.

2. FGC and Gender: Disregarding Beneficiaries’ Own
Knowledge of Their Bodies and Sexuality

This section is based on ethnographic research of
awareness-raising campaigns against FGC in Egypt,3 con-
ducted between September 2012 and September 2014
in Cairo and Luxor governorates.4 FGC is a highly gen-
dered cultural practice. It has historically been strongly
tied to constructions of womanhood and femininity, par-
ticularly to the moral realm of appropriate female sexu-
ality and other gendered social behaviours (Boddy, 1989;
Fabos, 2001; Malmström, 2009). It is popularly under-
stood by practicing communities that FGC curbs exces-
sive female sexual desire and helps women fulfil proper
gender roles. In Egypt, the century-old univocal under-
standing of FGC as a rite of passage for all girls has, over
the last decades, been replaced by a more ambiguous
understanding. This shift in meaning indicates that cam-

paigning discourse has successfully been incorporated in
particular medical and religious arguments.

Despite the deeply gendered nature of FGC practices,
international campaigning initiatives reveal interesting
paradoxes. In the international sphere, FGC is formulated
as a violation of women’s and children’s rights, and as a
form of violence against women. These articulations al-
low for not directly addressing the gender and sexuality
norms in which FGC is locally embedded. The observed
paradox is therefore that underlying male-centred hege-
monic gender norms are reaffirmed during the imple-
mentation and vernacularisation of campaigns. This also
means that women’s present and existing knowledge of
their bodies, sexuality, and gendered social norms are
not taken as a departure point for a conversation about
FGC but are rather set aside.

This case study looked into campaigning practices of
local NGO’s and consisted of participant observation of
awareness-raising sessions, interviews with trainers and
NGOworkers, and informal conversations with beneficia-
ries. Contemporary campaigning in Egypt departs from
international scripts while local development actors ver-
nacularize them. Local trainers of awareness-raising ses-
sions simultaneously adopt and subvert the international
script to fit the context and to engagewith the life worlds
of attending women beneficiaries. The first striking ob-
servation is that during these sessions, trainers had suc-
cessfully translated the international fight against FGC
into a fight for marriage. Trainers argued that the conse-
quences of FGC are harmful to women and located this
harm within the context of the marital bond, the natural
context of sexual relations. The harm that women may
suffer, such as a lack of sexual enjoyment, becomes then
part of a larger whole, the social institution of marriage.
They presented the reasoning that if women cannot en-
joy sex, the marital bond inevitably will suffer. In this
manner, local trainers engaged with women’s concern of
maintaining a stable and positive marital bond in order
to persuade them to abandon FGC practices, successfully
drawing on contemporary understandings of marital cri-
sis and concerns with high rates of divorce.

A second major argument presented in awareness-
raising sessions is the understanding that FGC does not
affect sexual desire but rather sexual enjoyment. Rely-
ing onmedical knowledge, trainers stress that the organs
responsible for sexual desire are not affected by FGC.

3 These initiatives depart from the international policies that have been developed since the United Nations Decade of Women (1975–1985) and the
subsequent international agreements. The World Conference on Human Rights in Vienna of 1993 established women’s rights as an inseparable part
of human rights. In December 1993, the Convention on the Elimination of Violence Against Women in New York was signed in New York, declaring
FGC as a form of violence against women. The movement for the recognition of Sexual and Reproductive Rights (ICPD, Cairo 1993), the recognition
of women’s rights as human rights and activism against violence against women, are celebrated by activists as the most important achievements of
transnational feminism.
The terminology used to describe FGC is often contested and can be described by various terms in Arabic or in English. Some terms emphasise the harm
done by the practice (FGM) while others refer more to the cultural and traditional rite de passage element of which it was initially part (khitan), while
other terms also carry religious references such as tahara, literally purification.
In Egypt, performing FGC has also been tightly connected to understandings of womanhood that are constructed around notions of bearing pain and
bodily suffering (Malmström, 2009). After twenty years of state and NGO interventions, conventional reasoning for performing FGC has developed. To-
day, a popular discourse is that FGC is not always a requirement. It is considered needed when female genitalia are deemed to be in need of adjustment
by medical professionals (Van Raemdonck, 2016).

4 The discussion in this section is based on the PhD research project funded by the Research Foundation—Flanders (FWO) that investigated contemporary
discourses and perceptions of FGC across the secular-religious divide (Van Raemdonck, 2016).

Social Inclusion, 2018, Volume 6, Issue 4, Pages 16–24 18



The brain is still able to produce sexual desire, but the
genitals are harmed in their ability to fulfil it. The mes-
sage that trainers deliver is then that FGC does not con-
trol women’s sexual behaviour and therefore should be
dropped easily. Instead, women are told that proper fe-
male, modest behaviour can only be instilled through val-
ues, education, and upbringing. Here, trainers success-
fully transformed the external bodily practice that was
meant to ensure proper sexual and gendered behaviour
into an internal disciplinary practice of sexual morality.

These ethnographic findings reveal the conse-
quences of international scripts. The script presents
the goal and the arguments for abandoning FGC and is
pragmatically goal-oriented toward behavioural change.
Trainers follow the goals of the script while subverting it
in their translations of arguments. In the vernacularised
campaigns of this study, the departure point remains
hegemonic gender and sexuality norms that are domi-
nated by male concerns. Women appear as victims of
the practice (as not being able to fully enjoy sex) while at
the same time being held responsible for keeping their
marriages healthy and their families united (the threat of
divorce due to unsatisfying sexual relations for the hus-
band). We could state that the international script has
indeed been translated into local ones that also found
their ways into social and cultural discourse and play out
in concrete everyday life.

The nature of both of these discursive travels is char-
acterised by a one-directional transmission of knowledge
from campaigners endowed with authority to beneficia-
ries/receivers. This approach is missing an open and in-
clusive dialogue that recognises women’s own knowl-
edge, coping strategies, and lived realities and departs
from there. The dominance of scripts leaves little space
for a real, creative engagement with these topics, which
means that the potential of an active engagement with
women’s perspectives and understandings of gendered
norms remains unexplored. The potential conversation
that departs from these women’s lived accounts rather
than from hegemonic social discourse remains unex-
ploited, leaving important questions therefore excluded
and unexplored. A discussion that departs fromwomen’s
own lived sexuality could, for example, include the di-
verse sexual experiences of cut women, their existing
coping strategies, and approaches to enhancemarital un-
derstanding and sexual enjoyment. It would reveal that
not all cut women feel a victim of the practice but have
managed to move beyond it and do not want to be per-
ceived as victims.

We can conclude that what we called the script-
edness of international interventions reveals important
shortcomings. It fails to address women beneficiaries
as fully human subjects who already possess valuable
knowledge of their own bodies and sexuality. Having un-

dergone FGC seems to disqualify them from such recog-
nition. It fails to address them as subjects who are able to
reflect on their own gendered and sexual behaviour and
to identify the underlying gendered rationales of FGC.
There is a disregard for the active agentic role of women
in living their sexuality and gendered relationships. Cam-
paigning would benefit from approaching these women
as full subjects who can actively and consciously dis-
cuss or make decisions about their sexuality rather than
as passive recipients of new knowledge. In many ways,
these aremissed opportunities for inclusive dialogue and
exchange, a goal shared by feminist pedagogies based on
radical egalitarianism (Mukhopadhyay &Wong, 2007) as
well as global justice actors more generally.

3. Sexular Education: The Dominance of Secularism in
SRHR Development in Bangladesh

In this section, we will continue using a critical an-
thropological approach to reflect on a three-year re-
search project called ‘Breaking the Shame: Towards
Improving Adolescent SRHR Education in Bangladesh’
(2015–2018).5 Our goal is to unpack how ‘sexuality’ is put
into practice in the field of adolescent SRHR education in
Bangladesh to argue that these practices are inherently
linked to a secular exclusionary mechanism. Secularism
and secularity are rarely discussed in the context of sexu-
ality and development, as ‘SRHR’ is rendered a universal,
natural, ahistorical, trans-spatial and thus an unquestion-
able framework and goal. This silence, however, ignores
historical specificity and normativity of ‘SRHR’ as a script,
and the possibility of alternative epistemologies and on-
tologies. Furthermore, it reinforces the coloniality of sex-
uality through a universalisation of the secular and the
particularisation of the non-secular.

Halfway through the Breaking the Shame project, as
a teamof researchers,weorganised aworkshop inDhaka
for a diverse group of Bangladeshi youth. At the end of
part of the workshop, a well-experienced trainer from
our team provided answers to some of the young par-
ticipants’ burning questions raised during the day. Dis-
cussing ‘sexual diversity’, the trainer wrote the acronym
LGBTQI on a whiteboard and started explaining what
each letter referred to. After the letter G, a young man
who had been one of the more silent participants raised
his hand, stood up, and asked: ‘But this is not allowed
by Islam. It’s considered haram.’ A girl sitting next to him
immediately stood up and said in a loud and clear voice:
‘That doesn’t matter. It’s a personal choice. Individuals
have the right to choose the way they want to live their
life.’ The trainer took a few seconds, mentioned that in
his training hewas only interested in ‘fact-based informa-
tion’ and went on with the letter B. This example shows
how religion becomes opposed to individual rights and

5 This project is funded by the Dutch NWOWOTRO Science for Global Development made possible by and based on the policy of the Dutch Ministry of
Foreign Affairs. Four organisations collaborate on the research project, namely Radboud University Nijmegen from the Netherlands, James P. Grant
School of Public Health of the BRACUniversity from Bangladesh, and United for Body Rights (UBR) and Adolescent Development Program (ADP) of BRAC
as two leading NGOs working on SRHR in Bangladesh. The main goal of the project is to assess needs and gaps in existing SRHR education according to
urban and rural adolescents as well as teachers and other important stakeholders and to develop, implement, and test improved SRHR education tools.
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so-called factual or scientific information. The silence of
the trainer as a figure of authority implies his agreement
with the girl and/or his reluctance to engage with ‘the re-
ligion question’. The continuation of the training without
discussing the boy’s concern, furthermore, suggests a dis-
missal of religion as a legitimate source of knowledge in
an SRHR training setting.

The importance of ‘fact-based’ information is em-
phasised by various trainers and NGO representatives in
Bangladesh (Roodsaz, 2018, p. 117), which corresponds
with the guideline of the Dutch organisation Rutgers6

as an important provider of sex education curricula to
Bangladesh and beyond. While ‘religious and traditional
beliefs’ are seen as either entailing ‘myths and miscon-
ceptions’ or too complicated and sensitive, ‘fact-based’
sex education is assumed to be scientifically oriented
and indisputable. Sexuality education is scripted as both
authoritative and free of ideology, ready to be trans-
ferred to those who lack this knowledge and are living
in misconceptions. However, due to their implications in
historically specific socio-cultural and political systems,
sexuality education programmes are inevitably norma-
tive (Lamb, 2010; Lesko, 2010; Rasmussen, 2010, 2012)
and promote particularmodes of subjectivity and agency
(Roodsaz, 2018). Nevertheless, religion is either notmen-
tioned at all or merely referred to as a potential obsta-
cle or a dangerous territory. In one of our closed meet-
ings, a colleague expressed his worries about providing
youth with a link to ‘such sensitive information that is in-
compatible with our religious beliefs’, by which hemeant
homosexuality. Considering, on the one hand, the issue
of sensitivity, and, on the other hand, the provocative
goal of the project to ‘break the shame’, we decided
to use Dutch-based websites in order to avoid potential
local backlash, without actually engaging with ‘the reli-
gion question’.

This lack of engagement with religion and religios-
ity seems to be a common practice among different or-
ganisations working on SRHR in Bangladesh. The latter
became particularly clear during the ‘Gender and Sex-
ual and Reproductive Health Conference 2018 for Young
Adults’ in Dhaka. In one of the Q&A slots, a young man
wanted to know how the panel consisting of Bangladeshi
academic researchers approached religion in their re-
search projects on SRHR. The replies revealed an uneasy
relationship with the topic of religion: ‘That wasn’t part
of our project. We didn’t ask about people’s religious
beliefs.’ ‘Of course, religion is an important topic in our
country, but our approach is based on universal human
rights.’ In one of the opening speeches, a representative
of the Dutch embassy, as one of the main promoters and
facilitator of SRHR programs in Bangladesh, emphasised
the human rights approach to sexuality as part of the
Dutch policy: ‘In the Netherlands, we believe sex educa-
tion is a human right.’ As a script, SRHR education priva-
tises religion and assumes a secular space in which hu-
man rights are promoted. This exclusion of religion from

SRHR discussions and its implicit dismissal as incompati-
ble with universal human rights conveys a secular bias in
the field of SRHR development in Bangladesh.

This secular bias is problematic for various reasons.
First, it implies a self-evident link between secularism
and emancipation, an assumption, for instance, prob-
lematised by Joan Scott in her influential work on ‘sex-
ularism’ (Scott, 2009). Correspondingly, Nancy Lesko
(2010) has argued how in presumably oppositional pro-
gressive (such as comprehensive sex education) and
religion-based (such as abstinence-only sex education)
programmes, in fact, the same ideals of feeling secure,
free, and happy, as well as clarity, effectiveness, and sta-
bility are promoted. While Scott troubles the necessarily
emancipatory quality ascribed to secularism, Lesko prob-
lematises the binary oppositions attributed to religious
and secular sex education models in terms of values and
ideals. Secondly, through references to ‘myths and mis-
conceptions,’ the secular bias disregards religious subjec-
tivity and agency as false consciousness. This excludes
non-secular modes of agency and subjectivity beyond
autonomy and individuality that are shaped by frame-
works of tradition, religion, and community (Avishai,
2008; Bracke, 2008; Mahmood, 2001). Thirdly, the sec-
ular bias avoids the difficult question of how to deal
with competing worldviews and ontologies. Discussing
the reluctance to use the concept of religion in sex educa-
tion development discussions in Bangladesh, a colleague
stated: ‘No researcher or practitioner dares to use the
word religion. The moment you do that, you will be po-
sitioned in the conservative camp.’ The field of develop-
ment and religion are apparently conceived of as mutu-
ally exclusive. The so-called ‘neutral’ language of sex edu-
cation in this field, implicitly and sometimes strategically,
serves to distract those involved from engaging in a com-
plicated, yet necessary dialogue with those positioned
outside the ‘secular camp’.

However, such critical accounts of the secular bias
should not lead to romanticising religion by locating it
outside power and ideology and presenting it as authen-
tic and homogenous (Haraway, 1988; Spivak, 1988). The
religious standpoint, rather than being unitary, can be
expected to be multiple, encompassing conservative as
well as progressive views.Moreover, such viewsmight be
implicated in power relations along the lines of gender,
class, race, and ethnicity. As such, they are not immune
to critique, ‘they are not innocent positions’ (Haraway,
1988, p. 584). Furthermore, to represent those religious
concerns as voiced in the field, which we have been do-
ing in this section, is itself not a neutral act: given our
specific academic institutional positionality and our back-
ground in feminist, decolonial, queer, and post-secular
studies we get to ‘edit’ those stories (by choice, by de-
fault) while constructing an argument. As authors and re-
searchers, we are as much complicit in the constructions
of knowledge about sexuality in Bangladesh as any other
actor involved, albeit the level of complicity might differ

6 https://www.rutgers.nl
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among the actors. Our claim, rather than providing an
immediate, adequate, and objective account of the field
of SRHR development in Bangladesh by pointing at a sec-
ular bias, is to consider a shared conversation in which
underlying power relations are recognised and religion
and religious concerns can be taken seriously.

4. Unpacking Scripted Gender and Sexuality Discourses

In the previous two sections, we employed a critical an-
thropological perspective to illustrate the scriptedness
of sexuality and gender discourses as we encountered
them in the fields of FGC-prevention and SRHR promo-
tion in Egypt and Bangladesh, respectively. While the in-
ternational anti-FGC and sex education programmes im-
ply neutrality and universality of rights and health, we
showed how in practice such efforts convey exclusionary
mechanisms by neglecting and silencing competing per-
spectives and accounts. In the case of FGC-prevention
in Egypt, women’s own knowledge of their bodies and
sexuality is disregarded due to an international and ver-
nacularised scripted discourse that focuses on transmit-
ting ‘proper knowledge’. In the context of sex educa-
tion in Bangladesh, we argued, a secular bias informs
the dismissal of non-secular ontologies as opposed to
a fact-based rights-oriented framework. We argued that
both a politics of knowledge and a politics of being work
together in these interventions, revealing their colonial
heritage (Savransky, 2017). Together, our analyses point
to the importance of a critical engagement with gender
and sexuality programs as scripted interventions in devel-
opment to enable a more inclusive conversation, a goal
that we share withmany actors involved in development.
In the next section, we will engage with feminist decolo-
nial accounts of (the possibility of) such an endeavour.

5. Feminist Decolonial Accounts of a Move beyond
Deconstruction

As a way to move beyond colonial as well as problem-
atic native representations of the ‘ThirdWorld’ asmerely
‘speaking for’ or ‘speaking about’, Ilan Kapoor (2004) en-
gages with thework of Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak on the
‘subaltern’. Kapoor particularly draws inspiration from
Spivak’s call for hyper-reflexivity among those complicit
in the development, either as (academic) researchers or
practitioners. He reminds us of howeven attempts at ‘val-
orising local knowledge’ to ‘empower’ the subaltern to
determine much of the development agenda, may risk
reinforcing a mainstream liberal approach that assumes
autonomy and speakability. Even good intentions might
thus, yet again, result in silencing the subaltern (Spivak,
1988). This leads both authors to conclude that we need
to move beyond yet remain in deconstruction. This on-
going critical approach, as Kapoor outlines, should en-
compass several components and qualities: tempering
and contextualising claims; opening up possibilities for
‘unlearning’ of prejudices and habits by tracing them

through history; allowing for a reconsideration of ‘the
problem’ that we desperately want to solve as well as
a reconsideration of dominant concepts such as ‘democ-
racy’ and ‘participation’; preparing ourselves for an ‘un-
expected response’ such as the possibility of the irretriev-
able heterogeneity or non-speakingness of the subaltern
and a reversal of information and knowledge production.
As the basis of this hyper-reflexivity, Kapoor and Spivak
suggest establishing an ethical relationship with the sub-
altern, which would enable us to ‘respond to the appeal
of the Other’. Through an intimate and a dialogical en-
gagement with the Other, we might be able to replace a
sense of ‘being responsible for’ to a sense of ‘being re-
sponsible to’.

Although not focused on the field of development,
Donna Haraway (1988)’s work on ‘situated knowledge’
provides important insights for a process of decolonisa-
tion beyond and within deconstruction. Addressing fem-
inist scholarship, Haraway engages with ‘feminist objec-
tivity’ as a situated account of all knowledge claims as
historically contingent and a ‘no-nonsense commitment’
(1988, p. 579) to understand the ‘real’ world. Rejecting
the universal ‘conquering gaze’, Haraway suggests con-
structing a usable, yet not innocent, feminist objectiv-
ity. By acknowledging and exploring the particularity and
embodiment of one’s necessarily partial perspective, she
postulates, objective vision becomes possible. While she
underscores the importance of learning how to see from
another point of view, she also warns against romanti-
cising the vision of the less powerful. The position of
the less powerful, she explains, is ‘not exempt from criti-
cal re-examination, decoding, deconstruction, and inter-
pretation’ (Haraway, 1988, p. 584). At the same time,
Haraway (1988) continues, we need to come to terms
with the agency of the ‘objects’ studied by resisting the
politics of closure and finality. This approach requires
a paradoxical mode of ‘passionate detachment’ as a si-
multaneous investment in seeking new unpredictable
perspectives and the contestation of those perspectives.
The possibility of a web of connections, solidarity, and
conversation only becomes available, Haraway claims,
when a joining of partial views, ‘views from somewhere’
(1988, p. 590), can take place. The goal is not to col-
lect multiple voices, but to provide grounds for a power-
sensitive conversation.

As a contribution to this discussion on the (im)pos-
sibility of a conversation in development, Erin Wilson
(2017) argues for including ‘ontological injustice’ in our
critical analyses, which engages with ‘views of alterna-
tive worlds’ (2017, p. 1077). Ontological injustice,Wilson
explains, regards the possibility of other worlds rather
than alternative views of the same world. This form of
injustice, she argues, has received limited attention in
the field of development (compared to material and
epistemological injustices), yet is necessary to engage
with in order to allow for more inclusive conversations
and interactions across ontologies. Moreover, according
to Wilson interrogating ontological injustices problema-
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tises the mere focus on ‘translation’, as translation ‘can
only be done through the imposition of categories and
frames from one ontology to another’ (2017, p. 1088).
Instead, using insights from ‘the ontological turn’ in cul-
tural anthropology, Wilson suggests to critically investi-
gate dominant ontologies in development settings. The
examples we have provided in sections two and three il-
lustrate such an investigation, which we call ‘critical an-
thropology’. Following these critical examinations, Wil-
son proposes cross-ontological communication and di-
alogue, which require new and shared categories to
emerge in practice on the ground. As part of this anthro-
pological commitment to contextual embeddedness, the
necessity of multilingualism among theorists and practi-
tioners could be considered, a proposition also made by
Spivak (Spivak, 2004).

Combined, these suggestions for moving beyond de-
construction imply a fundamentally ethical engagement.
This engagement is understood as an intensive and inti-
mate endeavour that is simultaneously politically sensi-
tive, as it is concernedwith positionality and the situated-
ness of knowledge, regardless ofwhether this knowledge
is produced by ‘experts’ or ‘local’ actors. While it aims
for solidarity and an inclusive conversation, this ethical
engagement promotes a critical commitment through re-
sisting homogeneity, closure, and universalism, which re-
quires an open attitude and an active search for alterna-
tive ontologies, not becausewe expect them to be better,
but because they are needed to organise a more inclu-
sive conversation.

6. Conclusions

In this article, we engaged with colonial continuities of
gender and sexuality in international development inter-
ventions. International development and European na-
tional development programs aim to engage more and
more with gender and sexual equality values. Especially
Nordic countries have been prominent actors in incorpo-
rating LGBTIQ-inclusive measures in their development
policies. We started with pointing at how such interven-
tions, despite their best intentions, often reinforce civili-
sational West-versus-non-West dichotomies, while serv-
ing neoliberal agendas through depoliticisation and uni-
versalisation of the categories of gender and sexuality. In
the two empirical middle sections, we provided an analy-
sis of anti-FGC campaigns in Egypt and sex education pro-
grams in Bangladesh as two examples of development-
oriented efforts to improve women’s and young people’s
rights. We employed a critical anthropological perspec-
tive to point out that despite being presented as univer-
sal and neutral, such interventions are highly scripted in
terms of both methodology and content. The interven-
tions’ methods are based on the unilateral transmission
of knowledge or ‘awareness’, rather than a two-way in-
teractionist open and inclusive dialogue. The programs’
content disregards existing and competing knowledge
and ontologies. These scripted features consequently

contain exclusionary mechanisms such as silencing ben-
eficiaries’ own accounts of embodied knowledge and im-
posing a secular discourse.

Feminist decolonial accounts on theneed tomovebe-
yond still remain in deconstruction, we outlined, provide
valuable insights and tools to facilitate a more inclusive
conversation through an ethical engagement with the
Other. This will remain an ongoing process that should
resist the desire for closure and finality, for which, we
argued, critical anthropology forms a promising frame-
work. However, this search for ontological justice could
be challenging as not all actors in development projects
might agree upon its terms of non-universality and non-
closure. As discussed in the section about a secular bias
in the SRHR field in Bangladesh, religious concerns can
be as much an expression of genuine spirituality as they
may be of worldly power, including dogmatism, extrem-
ism, and exploitation. This sheds light on the impor-
tance of a persistent critical approach while pursuing on-
tological justice. Engaging with this challenge remains
an ongoing discussion among scholars within decolonial
studies, as, for instance, can be found in the work of
Collins (2017) on transversal politics, flexible solidarity,
and coalition building.

Due to its commitment to understanding alternative
ontologies, critical anthropology requires extensive invest-
ment in contextual embeddedness and openness towards
categories emerging on the ground. Moreover, because
of the emphasis on the unique relationship between the
researcher and the interlocutor, critical anthropology al-
lows for a situated and embodied understanding of this
relationship. Such a critical anthropological account has
the potential to endorse an ethical relationship with the
Other by being responsive to its appeal while avoiding its
romanticised and paternalistic representations.
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