
Introduction

It was a beautiful summer’s day as I got out of the car in the middle of 
the forest. The sun was shining through the tall pine trees. In the dis-
tance downhill from us I could see the shimmering lake. I was excited 
about swimming, picking berries and mushrooms, having a picnic 
with my parents and climbing trees with my older brother. Then I 
spotted something unusual. In this empty car park, next to our Fiat 
126p there was another car. It seemed much larger, fancier, and it had 
different plates. It was not from here. Soon I saw a couple, a man and 
a woman, coming towards me. The moment they saw me they became 
strangely excited, smiling eagerly, waving their hands in a ‘come here’ 
gesture. I had no idea who they were. I had never seen them before. 
They hurried towards the car and opened the boot. I froze, uncertain 
as to what was going on. The man, rushed by the lady, pulled out two 
bags of sweets. They came towards me, and stroking me on my head, 
began pushing sweets into my hands. I could not move. It was excit-
ing and scary at the same time. “Ma-mo-!!!” I cried for my mum. 
She came, smiling: “What is wrong sweetie?” she asked. “Mum, can 
I take these?” I was really embarrassed. I felt stupid for wanting 
to take something from strangers. These people seemed unusual, 
and had no reason to give me anything. It was even odder because 
they were obviously different: they spoke a different language, and 
they had a much better car than ours. But these were the sweets I 
loved, and we never had them at home. Or maybe we did have them 
(because otherwise how could I have known I wanted them?), but 
only on those rare occasions when one of the adults (parents, uncles, 
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aunties…) had travelled for work to the West, and brought a packet 
for me, my brother and our cousins to share. My mother agreed that 
I could take the sweets. Then the couple rushed to the car again and 
took out something else, this time for my brother. By this point, my 
mother was visibly uncomfortable. In a foreign language she was 
explaining that all of this was unnecessary.

I do not remember much more about this incident. I do not 
remember the taste of the sweets or even whether I ate them at all. 
What I remember the most, and this is why this image has stayed 
with me until today, was the feeling of awkwardness and discomfort 
about taking something from strangers, from these strangers. This 
was the first time I experienced the humiliation of the gift. Unlike 
other adults who would treat me, these two did not give me sweets 
because they wanted to be friends or reward my good behaviour. 
I had no idea who they were, but one thing was obvious even to 
the pre-schooler that I was at that time: they came from the West – 
a mythological, faraway land of prosperity and rich people. Even 
for me it was obvious that that was exactly why they were giving 
me goodies: because they could, because they had them and I (sup-
posedly) did not, and I (apparently) needed or wanted them badly. 
Because they were from the West, and I was not.

That day in 1984 (or was it 1986?), I got my first practical lesson 
in gift theory, global economy and geopolitics. I did not discover the 
West on that day though. In fact, half of my extended family was 
living in the UK, Australia and the USA and they were often visit-
ing us. My own parents, grandparents, aunts and uncles were also 
frequently travelling abroad for work. The West was elsewhere but it 
was part of my world; my naive child feeling was that of connected-
ness rather than rapture. But on that day, this naive bubble burst. On 
that day I learned that if there is a West, there must be something else, 
a non-West – my home. What I discovered that day was the division 
separating these two worlds, and the fact that they were not seen as 
equal.

Foreign aid is usually associated with high politics. Frequently it is 
employed in reference to states and societies as a whole. But in fact it 
is also a deeply personal matter. It is personal for those who are sub-
jected to aid discourses and categorisations, aid projects, aid initia-
tives or charity gestures offering sweets. It is also personal for those 
who are at the forefront of aid pursuit: policy makers, aid workers or 
people like the Western German couple I described above, who – I 
am sure – ‘just wanted to do good’ and ‘bring some sunshine’ to the 
life of one little girl. This book is about the entanglements of all these 
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words – personal, political, moral and institutional – in the world 
of international aid. This book is about the Polish entanglements in 
this world – the state embodied in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
NGOs and various individuals working on all sides: field workers, 
aid administrators, journalists and bystanders who together struggle 
with international aid and try to make sense of it for themselves and 
for others. This book is about an attempt to shed the derogatory label 
of ‘underdeveloped’ through becoming a donor.

Poland, a Central European country, is not a typical case for 
studying foreign aid. Most such research concerns Africa, Latin 
America and occasionally Asia. The timing also seems unusual. After 
the original hype surrounding the transition of the 1990s, when a 
few careers were built on honing the concept of ‘post-socialism’, the 
region lost its appeal (in the eyes of Western audiences). Not exotic 
enough for ‘real anthropology’, not Western enough to be relevant 
to home audiences in Western academia. Yet there are many reasons 
why the Polish case might actually be very revealing for the analysis 
of foreign aid.

In spite of its Central European location, just like in Tanzania 
(Ferguson 1999) or India (Appadurai 1996), or any other country 
which at some point has been classified as non-First World, Poland’s 
struggle with development and modernity (even if these are not 
always the native terms used) is a central feature organising social 
and political life. As Polish writer Sławomir Mrożek has observed, 
Poland is located to the East from the West and to the West from 
the East. These distinctive criteria of ‘the West’ and ‘the East’, while 
appearing as geographical categorisations, are in fact highly ideologi-
cal. They appeal to world partition into ‘centre’ and ‘periphery’, First 
World and Third World, developed and undeveloped, modern and 
backward. As Maria Janion (2006: 12) has shown, Poland has been 
subjected to these categorisations and their fluid and relational nature 
since at least the nineteenth century.

This book does not go that far back into history, but even the 
study of the last few decades provides enough evidence to support 
the claim. Since the end of the Second World War, when the devel-
opment discourse became an important part of international rela-
tions, Poland was classified in the mainstream Western discourse as 
a member of the Second World, an underdeveloped country. The 
change of political regime in 1989 brought some change to that narra-
tive. Since then Poland has been talked about as a country making its 
‘return’ to Europe. The future that was envisaged for Poland was that 
of a member of the First World, of the West (Buchowski 2001; Wedel 
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1998), but the divisions between East and West are still apparent. 
The anxiety about being viewed as second-class citizens of Europe is 
more than a mere emotion (Buchowski 2006; Zarycki 2014; Lewicki 
2017). It is a strong political force that shapes the country’s internal 
socio-political relations (this became undeniable in the Polish par-
liamentary elections of 2007 and 2015 when populist, conservative 
and right-wing parties gained power using the ‘Poland needs to get 
up off its knees’ rhetoric) (Kalb 2009a, 2009b) as well as its interna-
tional politics (Polish foreign aid engagement, which I will discuss 
in this book, is a particularly good illustration of these mechanisms). 
In spite of the massive changes in the country, Western observers 
still define Poland as ‘a country getting to grips with being normal 
… [which] still feels apart from “the West” and is struggling with 
poverty’ (Ash 2011), and, moreover, only at ‘the start of the road 
to the 21st century’ (Elliot 2011). From both insider and outsider 
perspectives, there seems to be a never-ending story in which Poland 
and other Eastern European countries continuously try to ‘make up 
for lost time’, while chasing after the ideal of modernity, embodied in 
the ‘ideal Western model’. The struggle with development seems like 
a never-ending story. So why, in spite of these disheartening charac-
teristics, do societies such as Poland continue to chase the holy grail 
of development? Why not, as Dussel (2000, 2002) suggests, abandon 
the myth of Western-centric modernity? Why not create your own 
rules of the game?

According to Rist (1997), this is not possible because develop-
ment is not simply an ideology, but rather an element in the religion 
of modernity. Like all beliefs, the belief in development is beyond 
dispute, and forms a specific type of collective certainty, provid-
ing the basis for social cohesion. While some elements of the belief 
in development might be debatable, or even doubted in private, it 
would be improper to question their validity in public. The rejection 
of belief in development and international aid risks social exclusion. 
This is because, as I have shown elsewhere (Drążkiewicz 2013), 
development is not an individual matter of choice. It operates as a 
global circle of obligations to give aid, to receive aid and to recipro-
cate aid. As Patty Gray (2015) has shown, even such mega powers 
as Russia are not in a position to risk ignoring these obligations. 
And so the development myth, together with the international aid 
paradigm, continues to organise local and global relations. In spite 
of the ongoing failures, states and societies continue their struggle 
with development as both recipients and donors of aid. In this book 
I want to describe what for my informants, for the people who 
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populated the aid industry in Poland, seemed like one more, but in 
their hopes final, attempt in these efforts: an endeavour to transi-
tion from being a recipient of foreign aid – a story that was so well 
described by Janine Wedel (1998) – to becoming an internationally 
recognised donor, a mature global player able to take care not only of 
oneself but also of others.

In this monograph I focus on Poland’s attempt to create its own 
foreign aid apparatus. However, my conversations with other scholars 
working on Czech, Slovak, Hungarian and other Eastern European 
cases convince me that the Polish case is not exceptional, but instead 
representative of a larger experience of those in the east and south 
of Europe who have been subjected to aid from the West and are 
refashioning themselves as ‘new donors’ (Horky-Hluchan and 
Lightfoot 2015; Vetta 2018; Profant 2019). Yet I hope that readers 
will see beyond its ‘Polishness’ and ‘Eastern Europeanness’ and that 
this book will also become a cue for a larger conversation about 
foreign aid, rather than just a ‘special case’ of ‘non-Western’ donors. 
What I am proposing, however, is not yet another debate seeking to 
understand the difference between Western and non-Western donors. 
Nor is it a book about the effectiveness of aid projects, or life in the 
‘Aid Land’. Instead, with this book, through examining the processes 
behind the emergence of the aid industry, I would like to start a 
conversation that examines the ‘hidden curriculum’ of aid practice, 
and its side effects, which are not openly intended yet are strongly 
and systematically impacting the norms, values and identity of both 
aid recipients and aid donors.

The case of Poland, a country that has been on all sides of the aid 
chain, provides an excellent opportunity for such analysis. Poland’s 
own struggle with development and its experience as an aid recipi-
ent allows us to examine the impact that the ‘hidden curriculum’ of 
aid practice has on the nation, state, society and individuals, their 
identity and the ways in which they construct their moral economies. 
It allows us to see the consequences that objectifying societies as 
undeveloped, lagging behind, not wealthy, modern, democratic or 
civil enough – in need of assistance – can have on members of these 
societies and the ways in which they shape their internal and trans-
national relations. At the same time, Poland’s effort to create its own 
aid industry provides for the equally important study examining how 
being a donor, being self-defined as developed, impacts the very same 
issues. What does being a donor mean for the state, society, organisa-
tions and individuals? How does it impact its identity politics and 
moral economy?
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Aid and development discourses have tremendous force. They 
motivate people to change themselves, their neighbourhoods and 
their societies. They generate ambition, feed aspirations to prove 
oneself, to become another, better version of oneself. Development, 
progress, the need to become ‘civilised’, ‘modern’, has been a posi-
tive driving force behind the society in which I grew up. The anger 
and frustration that things are not as they should be, a hope that a 
different reality is possible, have motivated people to make changes 
and to create a better world for themselves. Now, living abroad and 
experiencing first-hand the failures of the West, I highly appreciate 
and admire how creative and effective Polish society has been in gen-
erating change, challenging the status quo, even if what is presented 
as a good change is sometimes not good at all, and certainly not for 
everyone. But the same force that has such creative power is also the 
reason for burn-out, frustration and depression, because no matter 
what you do, how much you change, you are always left with the 
stigma of underdevelopment. In locations subjected to development, 
such as Poland, nothing ever seems good enough, especially when 
juxtaposed with the mythical and fantastical representations of the 
Western and developed countries. Identity is always relational, but 
‘developing’ societies are particularly subjected to the external mea-
surement – approval, praise, critique – of those in the ‘West’ or the 
‘North’, those proclaimed as developed. Yet development presents 
itself as rational and attainable. So on the one hand development 
segregates people and societies into certain categories (developed, 
underdeveloped, misdeveloped and so on), but at the same time it 
requires them to change these very categorisations. By focusing on 
economic classifications, development identity appears modifiable: 
an economic position is not something that is fixed, it can be changed. 
Like a Fata Morgana, a mirage, it presents itself as within reach: just 
a bit more effort, one more reform, one more project, one more 
Millennium Development Goal, one more Sustainable Development 
Goal and we will be there… It all seems so simple. So why is it not?

As those studying modernity rightly point out, this process of 
development, of achieving modernity, is never to be satisfied, never 
to be accomplished. Modernity is vague, elusive, indefinable, which 
is why it can always be questioned (Friedman 1998; Comaroff 1999; 
Mitchell 2000; Dussel 2000, 2002). Consequently, development, 
a favourite child of modernity, cannot be achieved. There is no 
way to measure development, to test modernity; all efforts to find 
perfect indicators (the Human Development Index, or Millennium 
and Sustainable Development Goals) prove too narrow, focusing 
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predominantly on economic prosperity, hiding more than they reveal 
(Sen 1999; Comim 2017). Moreover, the politics of contempo-
rary transnational institutions (such as the EU, The Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development’s Development 
Assistance Committee – OECD/DAC, NATO) demonstrate that 
a state or society does not achieve its membership in the world of 
modernity, based on some rational regulations or indicators, but 
rather deserves it by playing by the rules set up by the wealthier and 
more powerful nations, or by imitating the nations that are the gate-
keepers of the world of modernity – Western modernity (Böröcz and 
Kovacs 2001). Consequently, development does not have much to do 
with ‘objective’ indicators, with economy, but instead has everything 
to do with power.

Thirty-five years after my incident in the forest, thirty years after 
the end of communism in Poland, fifteen years after Polish accession 
to the EU, five years after Donald Tusk – a Polish politician – became 
the president of the European Council, there is (still), in my daugh-
ter’s crèche in Ireland, a charitable collection for the needy in ‘Eastern 
Europe’. Every Christmas, Team Hope Ireland organises a shoebox 
appeal for Africa and Eastern Europe. This specific initiative, one of 
many that help to cement the Irish identity as the most charitable 
in Europe, has specific socio-cultural effects. It allows the estab-
lishment of an identity of international superiority, in spite of the 
existing pervasive socio-economic problems at home. Paradoxically, 
while the goal of the aid industry is to counter global inequality, its 
hidden curriculum often contributes to them, by fostering certain 
images not only about societies that require foreign assistance, but 
also about those who provide aid.

As David Williams (2011) points out, for donor countries their 
involvement in international aid is a form of autobiographical exer-
cise. Similarly, Virginie Mamadouh (2008) and Katy Gardner together 
with David Lewis (Gardner and Lewis 2000) show how foreign aid 
reflects and reinforces national ideologies of donor countries. This 
process goes hand in hand with constant reproduction of discrimina-
tory notions about societies that are aid recipients, and even leads to 
racial discrimination (Goudge 2003; Baaz 2005). But while discrimi-
natory representations of aid recipients have been criticised for a 
long time, almost no attention has been given to the examination of 
ways in which the aid relationship fosters feelings of superiority, of 
uncritical exceptionalism and pride among the donors.

Identity production is a highly relational process in which self-
construction is as important as categorisation by others. As Thomas 
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Hylland Eriksen (2002) points out, identity production emerges 
through social situations and encounters. Group identities (espe-
cially ethnic and national identities) are defined in relation to what 
they are not, in relation to non-members of the group. They require 
simultaneous complementarisation (the acknowledgement of the 
existence of the Other), and contrasting (mutual demarcation, com-
petition, conflict and dichotomism). Ultra-capitalist societies that 
fetishise economic growth, and whose main identification is based 
on neoliberal values, need Others as a measurement of their own 
success. They need Others – the ‘Global South’, the ‘Easterners’, 
the ‘post-socialists’, the ‘underdeveloped’ – as a constant backdrop 
for comparison. If they are not the most successful, the richest, 
the most productive, the most innovative, who are they? What 
will define them? What will be the source of their self-worth and 
pride? For societies whose identity is primarily built on the idea 
of economic and political superiority, categories of development 
(and post-socialism, with its fetishisation of economic relations) 
provide a great opportunity to keep their own identity intact, to 
avoid identity revisionism. Development ideology, the apparatus of 
foreign aid, paradoxically not only helps to combat world poverty 
and world division, but also contributes to this segregation. It is 
able to do so because development discourse does not simply define 
those to be developed, but also those who argue that they have 
already achieved that status, those who proudly refer to them-
selves as donors. In fact, in terms of identity politics, ‘developed’ 
countries need ‘developing’ countries much more than the other 
way around. As I will show in this book, the story of Poland, its 
manoeuvring between all these categories, illustrates this point in an 
excellent fashion.

Moving beyond Project-Centred Analysis

As many before me have shown (Ferguson 1994; Escobar 1995; Rist 
1997), foreign aid is not simply about social change. It is a form of a 
change that separates societies into modern and non-modern catego-
ries. As Marc Edelman and Angelique Haugerud (2005: 1) point out, 
conventionally foreign aid connotes improvements in well-being, 
living standards and opportunities. But as they also rightly note, 
the ideal of development, which international aid should enable, is 
unstable and vague. It presents itself simultaneously as an ideal, an 
imagined future towards which institutions and individuals strive, 
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but it has also been experienced and seen as a destructive myth of 
Western modernity. In spite of efforts to stabilise the term, there has 
been little agreement on it, with some scholars rejecting the desirabil-
ity of development, and others looking for new post-development 
alternatives (Agarwal 1996). Much of the academic criticism of devel-
opment came from the lack of satisfaction with the outcomes of 
aid schemes. Trying to understand this situation, researchers have 
mainly focused on locations subjected to aid (Hobart 1993; Crewe 
and Harrison 1999; Murray Li 2007; Scherz 2014). Even studies of 
international aid institutions have been singularly focused on their 
operations in developing countries (Ferguson 1994; Bornstein 2005; 
Mosse 2005b), without providing any understanding of how the 
domestic and global realities of these institutions shape their opera-
tions. In a similar way, the most recent Aid Land ethnographies 
(Mosse 2011; Roth 2011; Fechter and Hindman 2012; Smirl 2015) 
have overwhelmingly failed to explain how the work and lives of the 
aid workers are shaped by the cultures in which they were brought 
up. With small, though notable exceptions (Caufield 1996; Fassin 
2012; Redfield 2013; Malkki 2015), research on the aid industry has 
predominantly been done ‘out there’ – in locations where aid proj-
ects are implemented. But why do we study in the South the issue 
that originated in the West, and is predominantly governed in the 
Northern headquarters? How can we understand the mechanisms of 
foreign aid without paying sufficient attention to the locations and 
societies from which foreign aid originates?

Realising the importance of this dynamic, I propose a shift in 
the study of foreign aid. I propose moving our discussions beyond 
projects, the needs of ‘local communities’ and conversations about 
how specific aid initiatives fit or do not fit into the local reality. 
Volumes have been written about those issues, and I am not sure 
we can say anything new about it. More importantly, this approach 
puts most weight on the recipient side of the aid chain, while com-
pletely ignoring donor societies. Such research criticises implementa-
tion techniques in the aid industry, yet leaves the overall paradigm 
of aid intact. It investigates specific aid schemes, but does not ask 
about broader foundations of the aid apparatus. It asks what aid does 
for people who are on the receiving end of the aid chain, but does 
not explain the meanings and consequences of aid involvement for 
donors. If we really want to move the discussion forward, we have 
to start asking questions about the places from which aid originates: 
what is the meaning of this international engagement for donor soci-
eties (Malkki 2015)? Why and how is the will to improve fostered 
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(Murray Li 2007)? What is the link between aid practice, national 
politics and local moralities in donor countries (Fassin 2012)?

Emerging Donors

With this book I want to demonstrate that in order to understand 
international aid, and development, we need to understand the social, 
political and cultural mechanisms that govern the work of the aid 
industry. The main questions guiding this book, therefore, are: how 
is the need to give aid born? How do aid institutions emerge? How 
do states become donors? Why do individuals agree or actively seek 
opportunities to share their wealth with others, to get involved in the 
lives of distant strangers through the practice known as international 
aid? These questions should apply equally to all actors, especially 
those in the West who proclaim themselves as ‘established donors’, 
who hold senior positions at international forums. However, the 
specific situation of ‘emerging donors’, who in the past decade 
have been building their Official Development Assistance (ODA) 
from scratch, facilitates an unprecedented opportunity to directly 
observe the formation of the foreign aid machinery. This book tells 
the story of one such donor: Poland. It examines the events and 
mechanisms leading to the establishment of Polish aid structures, as 
they unfolded.

The 2000s have been characterised by the birth of the so-called ‘new 
donors’: Eastern and Central European states, but also Brazil, Russia, 
India, China and South Africa (BRICS). A lot has been said about the 
political mechanisms leading to and resulting from these processes 
(Maning 2006; Bräutigam 2009; Kragelund 2008; Kucharczyk and 
Lovitt 2008; Six 2009; Mawdsley 2012; Sato et al. 2010; Bakalova and 
Spanger 2013). These works had excellent informational value, and I 
have been part of this academic movement myself. But one problem 
with these studies is that they tend to look at non-Western donors 
as a ‘special case’, rather than just a small part of the larger issue – 
the remodelling of the aid system in the post-Cold War order. As 
many of us studying this topic have noted repeatedly (Drążkiewicz 
2013; Gray 2015; Horky-Hluchan and Lightfoot 2015), emerging 
donors – BRICS, countries of Eastern and Central Europe – are not 
new donors. All of them have been involved in global development 
for decades, mostly as members of the Comecon.

The creation of a special category of ‘new donors’ (non-DAC, 
emerging, non-Western) in fact facilitated the maintenance of the old 
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division of power, which now became organised along the lines of 
emerging versus established donors, but which in fact was replicating 
old Cold War or developed/underdeveloped divisions. Moreover, it 
led to the rebranding of Western aid providers. Through painting 
the work of ‘new donors’ as suspicious or even dangerous, Western 
aid providers, by contrast, were becoming more moral, more effi-
cient, and simply superior. The timing of these events is crucial. New 
identifications allowed Western aid providers (especially those in the 
UK or USA) to overcome donor fatigue and to re-establish them-
selves after a decade of strong criticism that characterised the late 
1990s and early 2000s (Moyo 2009). In a way, the re-activation of 
‘new donors’ contributed to the rebirth of the Western donors. This 
specific dynamic suggests that aid has as much to do with global 
poverty as with the domestic identity politics and foreign politics of 
donor countries. There are no exceptions here; no country or society 
involved in international aid is immune to these mechanisms, and it 
is high time that we, as anthropologists, pay attention to these issues 
and include them in our analysis of development.

For too long aid agents have been treated as culture-less, nation-
less, identity-less. Until recently, they have been described as 
uprooted from their home contexts, as if they were operating in a 
socio-cultural and political vacuum. Most ethnographies of aid note 
the national or ethnic identity of local workers and local communi-
ties and unpack the ways in which cultures impact certain projects. 
Significantly, however, no consideration is given to equivalent issues 
in regard to aid workers, who are usually described as members of 
the ‘international community’, as if they parachuted in from the 
moon (Bornstein 2005; Mosse 2005a, 2005b; Smirl 2015). However, 
as Tvedt (1998: 4) shows, aid institutions are significant not only 
for the regions that become targets of their aid activities, but also 
because they form an important part of the history of those coun-
tries in which they were set up. Aid agents, donor organisations and 
NGOs implementing aid initiatives, like other local organisations, 
express national traditions and historical social developments. They 
are rooted in local contexts, which not only shape the ideologies and 
world visions of their representatives, but also influence their pos-
sibilities for action via specific legal, economic and social settings. In 
this book, by telling the stories from the Polish aid industry, I attempt 
to demonstrate how important these issues are for the emergence of 
aid institutions, and the role they play in shaping the trajectories of 
the individuals who are the driving force behind these organisations. 
What I want to emphasise with this book is that foreign aid is not 
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simply an apparatus, but an assemblage of individuals whose agendas 
are culturally and socially shaped, but who also have their own histo-
ries, beliefs and dreams, and most importantly, they have the power 
to execute them. As such, foreign aid is always equally a personal and 
public matter, an individual issue and an institutional case.

Overall, this book is about the consequences and the beginnings, 
and a few things in between. It shows how international aid has 
the potential to change not only an aid recipient but also a donor. 
Chronicling the creation of the Polish aid apparatus, this book dem-
onstrates how the process of emerging as a donor requires constant 
manoeuvring between international pressures and domestic legal and 
socio-economic, as well as political, constraints. The book employs a 
unique approach. It maps out the interconnections between realities 
in the country of project implementation and the region from which 
the aid originates. It also unpacks relations linking a state institu-
tion managing ODA, its NGO partners and powerful international 
players such as the EU or OECD.

In this book I demonstrate how emergence as a donor requires 
the establishment of moral foundations and political discourses 
about caring for distant others. I try to unpack the process by 
which state and non-state aid organisations elicit certain forms 
of knowing and acting through the production and dissemina-
tion of aid ideology and normative ideas, how they coarsened and 
heightened specific aid sensibilities not only within the industry 
but within broader society, through media advertising and infor-
mational and educational campaigns. I also try to demonstrate how 
these  processes are negotiated and contested by members of aid 
 organisations and the public, as well as how they are appropriated, 
how they contribute to a sort of collective effervescence in aid, 
turning it into an intense, intimate movement characterised by a 
strong sense of immediacy.

In order to convince the public of the necessity to share wealth 
with foreign strangers, sentiments and fantasies about the worlds 
of those who supposedly require international assistance must 
be mobilised. The creative effervescence (to use Durkheim’s term 
recently reappropriated by Olaveson ([2001]) of the early stages in 
the process of emerging as a donor facilitated this creative process. 
Organisations were in a nascent state, most members young, highly 
passionate and enthusiastic about producing new ideas, even if the 
outcome was uncertain. The aid movement of that time had some 
characteristics of the community; even though there were clear frac-
tures in the industry (Drążkiewicz 2016), there was a sense of unity 
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among the aid workers I met that allowed them to feel morally 
strengthened and to push new moral ideas, to strive for a new moral 
opening in Polish international relations that would include a devel-
opment and humanitarian agenda. It was through these processes 
that the aid myth was formulated, and faith in aid interventions as 
a solution to global issues was generated. Paradoxically, however, 
for all these elements to be stabilised and naturalised, they must 
fade into the background. What comes to the fore is an institution-
alised ‘objective’ aid system and ‘rational’ technologies of (what I 
call) ‘bureaucratic activism’. The collective effervescence of the aid 
movement in order to facilitate its survival became counterbalanced 
with alienation of structure and institutions. The dialectical tension 
to return to the morally forceful and intense stage of emotional 
surge has not disappeared fully, however, and continues to resurface, 
though with new force and in new shapes via constant and never-
ending efforts to reform the existing, now stabilised ODA struc-
tures, to find a perfect solution to the global problems (cf. Olaveson 
2001: 107).

This book illustrates in precise detail these processes of institu-
tionalisation and alienation. Through extensive engagement with 
ethnographic material, I demonstrate how, in the process of emerg-
ing as a donor, the technocratic approach, the tyranny of experts 
(Easterly 2013), gradually takes over the original effervescence. The 
aid activist turns into an aid expert; the volunteer-based grassroots 
society becomes a professional organisation. The bottom-up move-
ment of foreign aid lends its legitimacy to the state, which then in 
turn outsources development implementation to specially designed 
civil society organisations. In this book I show how the creation 
of an effective Polish aid system became an obsession organising 
most of the ministerial and NGO activities. In its ideal (yet-to-be-
achieved) form, the aid system is envisioned as a potential solution 
to all development problems. By mapping out the networks linking 
various international stakeholders in the aid industry and analysing 
the pressures between them, the book concludes that the obsession 
with the creation of the perfect aid system is not typical only of 
so-called ‘emerging donors’ but is characteristic of the aid industry 
at large. In this book I argue that in spite of its numerous failings, 
the aid myth is sustained as a direct result of the belief that the 
perfect order might be created, that the ideal system might actually 
be realised and bring about social change. From the perspective 
of aid practitioners, what is needed is yet another modification of 
the system, yet another redefinition of aid, yet another reform of 

INSTITUTIONALISED DREAMS: The Art of Managing Foreign Aid By  
Elżbieta Drążkiewicz. https://berghahnbooks.com/title/DrazkiewiczInstitutionalised



14 ◆ Institutionalised Dreams

the aid apparatus. As a result, the process of emerging as a donor 
is never complete and never satisfactory; it can be perpetuated 
indefinitely.

Methodology

The path to this book has been long. As Vicky Smith (1997: 428) 
writes, and as is confirmed by Jakob Krause-Jensen (2013: 53), the 
average time in organisational studies to produce a book is over eight 
years, and ten years is not unheard of. That is also the case here, as 
my research for this book started in 2007.

My entry point into the industry was through the NGO, which 
for the purpose of this book I call Polish Assistance for International 
Needy (PAIN), and with whom I worked in South Sudan, as well 
as the Department of Development Cooperation of the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs (the Department).

As in other similar cases (Ostrander 1993; Gellner and Hirsh 2001; 
Green 2006, 2009), my access to office workspace of NGOs and 
MFA required specific negotiations. Indeed, especially in the case of 
the PAIN, it became very clear that my presence in the NGO could 
only be facilitated under the condition of contributing to its work, 
through self-funded volunteering and taking up duties of the admin-
istrative and financial officer. Together with the organisation leaders, 
we came up with a contract agreement that defined my volunteering 
duties but also acknowledged my research interests in the organisa-
tion. As a result of this agreement, I worked with the PAIN for nine 
months in 2007 and 2009, but my relationships with several staff 
members from the NGO go beyond that period. The first month of 
my research I spent working in its Warsaw headquarters, preparing 
to join its mission offices in South Sudan. Soon I moved to Greater 
Upper Nile region, where I worked and lived together with other 
expatriates, Zofia, Kasia and Marcel. For Zofia and Kasia it was their 
first humanitarian engagement; for all of us it was our first time in 
Africa and together we were trying to navigate and make sense not 
only of organisational rules but also of the rules of the industry 
at large. At that time, apart from dealing with my administrative 
responsibilities, I followed my colleagues in their daily routines. My 
presence in the organisation was not always easy and conflict-free 
(see Chapters 5 and 6), and eventually the Desk Officer who first 
granted my access to the mission suggested that perhaps I had ‘learnt 
enough’ about aid and it was time for me to leave the Sudanese 
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mission, as our working relationship was no longer positive. He 
was probably right. Upon my return to Warsaw, I stayed in contact 
with Zofia and Kasia and some of the Warsaw staff, especially those 
working on projects related to development education and public 
campaigns. Occasionally, I participated in events organised by the 
NGO in Warsaw.

The second stage of my research was dedicated to gathering infor-
mation about the work of other Polish NGOs active on the aid 
scene, especially those involved in Africa. I conducted interviews 
with approximately forty-five aid activists, politicians, journalists 
and aid administrators, which gave me useful insights, as well as 
comparative material to consider in relation to the observations I 
had gathered while working for the PAIN. This part of my field-
work was also dedicated to learning about the ways in which aid 
issues and aid to Africa are talked about in Poland. My focus at this 
stage was on learning how various state and non-state organisations 
aim to engage the ‘general public’ in their work, and what kind 
of activities they put forward to make themselves visible and gain 
public support. How do they conceive of aid, and what discourses 
do they put forward in order to legitimise their involvement abroad? 
In order to find out more about these processes, I participated in 
a series of events (workshops, seminars, conferences, concerts, 
forums, public debates, press conferences, exhibitions, etc.) organ-
ised by the main actors in this industry. I followed social media as 
well as more traditional national and local media (Gazeta Wyborcza, 
Rzeczpospolita, Fakt, Polityka, Przekrój, TVP1, TVP2, TVN and 
Polsat, as well as Radio 3), focusing on their coverage of interna-
tional affairs and aid matters.

The final stage of my research (four months) involved par-
ticipant observation conducted in the Department of Development 
Cooperation of the MFA. The work in that institution was especially 
important as the Department is responsible for managing Polish 
ODA. It was MFA money that enabled the PAIN to conduct its aid 
activities in Africa at the time of my fieldwork. My first encounters 
with the Department were at the events it organised and through 
interviews with its staff. To conduct participant observation in a 
high-profile state institution like the MFA is virtually impossible, 
but one of the staff members drew my attention to the internship 
programme carried out in the Ministry. I was successful in the appli-
cation process, in which I was very open about my research interests. 
When I started my work and was being introduced to the depart-
mental staff, I always made clear that my reasons for becoming an 
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intern were not related to the hope of becoming a diplomat, but were 
motivated by research, and that I wanted to understand how Polish 
ODA and the Department work. When my internship was coming 
to an end, I was offered an opportunity to undertake some duties in 
a new capacity, as a contract staffer. I accepted the offer and for the 
next two months continued my work in the MFA.

Another engagement that also informed this book, at least its 
final tone, was my work with the Solidarity Fund (December 2012–
January 2014), a government-organised and funded non-governmen-
tal organisation (GONGO) that specialises in democracy promotion. 
While I did not undertake research while working there, this experi-
ence helped me to consolidate my opinions about the process of 
emergence as a donor.

The work that led to this book is therefore an example of mobile 
ethnography: a multi-sited, multi-temporal field across which I tried 
to follow people, organisations and their projects as they constituted 
global and local assemblages (Marcus 1995; Ong and Collier 2005). 
While it is a study of foreign aid, it is very strongly rooted in organ-
isational anthropology. The aid industry, like all complex organisa-
tions, is not easily confined in spatial terms, but often operates as a 
fluid conglomerate of people, ideas, meanings and material objects 
(Garsten and Nyqvist 2013: 12). As such, it often requires applica-
tion of the research strategy that Emil Røyrvik (2013) calls oblique 
ethnography. Specific to the world of multinational organisations 
and corporations, this type of ethnography, like classical anthropo-
logical engagements, is a long-term, in-depth study of a given reality. 
But oblique ethnography also adjusts to the transnational reality of 
global industries (such as the aid industry) which often lack formal 
boundaries and in which ways of being in and out are actively created, 
maintained, changed and moved. It is an ethnography in which we 
enact the fields that construct the world we want to study, and which 
consists of constant entries and exits resembling the movement of 
the people who populate these worlds: like many workers in the aid 
industry, I moved between projects and organisations, I opted in 
and out of the industry, I experienced the highs of hiring and lows 
of firing, while simultaneously navigating my academic and personal 
obligations. There were periods, especially during my fieldwork in 
South Sudan, when I experienced enormous closeness with other 
aid workers, living and working with them twenty-four hours a day, 
seven days a week (a closeness that was equally exciting and suf-
focating, often driving us mad – see Chapter 6). But around the 
same period there were occasions when I worked with people only 
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over email or by satellite phone, or when I was by myself in the 
compound, sharing it only with the guards and wondering how to do 
anthropology of Polish aid in South Sudan when, to my knowledge, 
I was the only Pole in vicinity. In contrast, much of my research in 
Warsaw, especially in the MFA, was marked by a typical bureaucratic 
‘lifestyle’, working from 8am to 4pm, and in the evening going home 
to ‘mind my own business’. However, this did not mean complete 
separation of ‘public’ and ‘private’, ‘professional’ and ‘personal’. 
Following typical rules of engagement in Polish offices, and enjoy-
ing the young composition of the Department, my colleagues and I 
often celebrated birthdays, name days and other occasions together. 
Warsaw and Sudanese aid work seem very different, and that was 
reflected in my research methodology, but both are extremely impor-
tant parts of the aid industry: one would not exist without the other. 
I did not find my juggling of various roles confusing to anyone. The 
industry is populated with members in similar circumstances who 
are working in many jobs simultaneously, who shift their status and 
roles according to circumstances (see also Røyrvik 2013: 81). The 
transience of our being together was not simply an outcome of the 
temporality of my research but rather a norm of the industry, which 
is characterised by global mobility, project-based employment and 
revolving doors (Smirl 2015; Vetta 2018).

Ultimately, as this book will show, and as my professional trajec-
tory demonstrates, my relationship with the industry has been char-
acterised by the coexistence of bridges and boundaries, rapport and 
animosity. But the guiding force for my involvement with foreign aid 
workers and their organisations was the productivity of our relation-
ship (Marcus 1998; Røyrvik 2013). The mutual ability to contribute 
to each other’s lives and works led me to this book, and I hope that it 
will allow me to continue this relationship.

In effect, as in the case of David Mosse (2005b: 13), my work con-
stitutes an example of ‘participant deconstruction’. As my presence 
in the aid industry was driven by my research agenda, I would like 
to believe that I was able to retain research distance and reflexivity 
(Gow 1996; Amit 2000; Eyben 2003) and extract my own opinions 
from prevailing models in organisations, gain critical insight (cf. 
Shore and Wright 1997: 16–17), balance between paraphrasing the 
discourses produced in and about the industry and denouncing them 
(Fassin 2012). Like David Mosse, I draw from the histories of other 
people; ultimately, however, it is my own experience, interpretation 
and judgement that imposes coherence on the narrative I am putting 
forward.
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The story of the birth of the aid industry in Poland could be told 
in many ways. This book is in no way an attempt to speak on behalf 
of anyone in the industry. The reality of the sideways ethnography 
(Hannerz 2006; Garsten and Nyqvist 2013), such as mine, is that 
in my work I am focusing on people with capacities not so unlike 
my own, often stronger capacities than mine. Members of the aid 
industry, like ethnographers (and many of them have a background 
in anthropology), are themselves symbolic analysts. They are experts 
with a strong interest and capability in capturing, describing and 
communicating issues regarding their profession, actively doing so 
through academic publications, media outlets, PR and educational 
campaigns. They have a strong voice and they use it, and they do not 
need me to tell their story. Neither is this ethnography the normative 
study of; instead, it is selfish ethnography (as should have become 
obvious by now) – an attempt to educate my perception of the world, 
and through this book share it with others (cf. Røyrvik 2013: 85).

I owe a lot to the people I met in the industry, who let me into their 
worlds, who gave me jobs when academia did not, who trusted in me, 
who supported me and this book. In my writing, while dealing with 
many ethical questions resulting from the complicated relationship 
linking me and my research partners, I remembered the advice given 
to me by Olga, my dear friend whom I met during my fieldwork, 
and whose voice frequently appears in the pages of this book: ‘you 
should only write about others what you would be comfortable to 
expose about yourself’, she once told me. I have tried to follow that 
advice.

Importantly, most of the people who were at the centre of my 
fieldwork in the mid 2000s no longer work in the same institutions 
in which I met them. Many have left the aid industry. Still, to protect 
their privacy and their right to be forgotten, I have changed the names 
and anonymised the organisations they represent. To further protect 
my informants, I decided to build an ethnography in which people 
and their stories form composite characters based on a mashup of 
the different individuals and narratives that I encountered during 
my fieldwork (Sparkes 2007; Humphreys and Watson 2009). In most 
cases I use only first names. For some this might seem a controversial 
step, talking about serious experts and aid officials on a first-name 
basis. Especially to the Polish ear, where respect is often expressed 
by the usage of the last name, this strategy might seem inappropri-
ate. However, by using first names only, I wanted to reflect a very 
specific characteristic of the emerging Polish aid industry in the mid 
2000s: the very young age of its members. NGOs working in Africa 
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in particular were populated by recent university graduates. This was 
also the case for the Department of Development Cooperation. We 
were ‘kids’ in our mid to late twenties, and even though we wanted 
to be seen as experts, as seniors, we were taking the first steps in 
our professional lives, and had comparatively limited life experience. 
Consequently, we made many rookie mistakes, many of which are 
recounted in this book (including my own). But the goal of this 
manuscript is not to point fingers, but rather to attempt to show how 
messy and difficult the effort to establish foreign aid institutions is, 
and how many mistakes must be made before things can be done 
right (if they ever can – see the final chapter). I hope that by using 
only first names, I will be able not only to represent the reality of 
that period, but also to signal that the people who are at the centre 
of these stories are no longer out there, they have changed, matured, 
and they should not be judged solely by the actions of their youth, 
by the stories that are written here. Still, I recognise that as the Polish 
aid scene is a relatively small world, full anonymisation of the data 
is particularly difficult and often impossible. Moreover, some infor-
mation that I had access to during my work with the MFA or the 
Solidarity Fund has been classified as confidential. Similarly, a lot of 
what I witnessed (and did) in the PAIN compound was very private 
and personal. How to build an ethnographically rich narrative in 
such circumstances, in which telling stories often means breaching 
confidentiality or endangering informants’ right to privacy? This 
issue became particularly difficult. I realise that in my struggle to tell 
my story but at the same time not to expose too much, not to harm 
anyone, I might have ended up constructing a narrative that, at times, 
strongly relies on my voice and my ‘authority’. While my particular 
way of dealing with this issue might not be satisfactory to all readers, 
it is a problem increasingly faced by ethnographers, and perhaps 
more experimentation is needed to find the best way to deal with this 
ethical dilemma (Mosse 2006; Elliott 2014).

There are few actors in this book that are not anonymised. To tell 
a story of Polish aid without naming the MFA, Polish Humanitarian 
Action, Education for Democracy Foundation, or Zagranica Group, 
without noting the role of such individuals as Janina (Janka) Ochojska 
or Krzysztof Stanowski in the emergence of Polish aid industry 
would be unmanageable. In anthropology we try to make sense of 
the social, yet as Caroline Humphrey (2008) writes, we cannot lose 
sight of the individual, especially as they hold extreme importance 
for certain social processes, and sometimes it is individuals, not some 
abstract ‘phenomenon’, that change the world. The stories of people 
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and organisations that appear in this book under their real names are 
such a case. While in this book, I undertake my own interpretation of 
their trajectories in the aid industry, most of the events I am discuss-
ing belong to the publicly available knowledge, and regards people 
who became ‘public persons’ or ‘state officials’ long before I included 
them in my book.

Nevertheless, in spite of the large presence of the PAIN, PAH, 
MFA or other actors in this text, this is not a book about any of these 
specific organisations, in the same way as it is not a book about the 
PAIN. Rather than a monograph on the history of specific, singular 
institution, this book is about the process of emerging as a donor, 
and about the shaping of the aid industry in Poland. While several 
organisations are used as case studies in this book, I do not think 
that their inner dynamics are unique. In fact, based on my interviews 
with representatives of other organisations, similar patterns could be 
found across the industry.

I shared drafts of this book with people who played a central role 
in my education about the industry: with some of my NGO and 
MFA colleagues. I do not know if any of them read it. Most of them 
never got back to me; those who did often explained that they were 
too busy to read it, or only read parts, but nevertheless expressed 
support for its publication.

Finally, there is one big group missing in this book, and these are 
the people who were at the receiving end of Polish aid. I write about 
Polish people in South Sudan, while my account of the Sudanese 
reality is very limited. This is not an ignorance on my side. It is 
representative of the industry, which at large shelters itself from local 
realities and communities (Mosse 2011; Fechter and Hindman 2012; 
Smirl 2015).

Some Polish aid workers whom I met, strove to burst these aid 
bubbles. Many, especially those remembering ‘Marriott Brigades’ 
(cohorts of aid workers who in the 1980s and 1990s were working 
in Poland but rarely made the effort to learn about the Polish society 
and integrate with it) declared that in their own aid pursuit they will 
not make mistakes of Western aid agents.

Importantly, however, the birth of the Polish aid industry did not 
happen in a vacuum. Even though many Polish aid workers were 
hoping to shape their relationships with local communities on their 
own terms and immerse themselves in local cultures, the push to 
follow ‘best practice’ of established donors, the need to fit into the 
industry, the urge to ‘professionalise’, to become recognised as a 
mature donor, often worked against them. A good illustration here 
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might be a situation in which Paweł, one of my Warsaw informants, 
found himself during his work in Africa. While he was trying to 
juggle his wish to immerse himself in the local culture and the need 
to fulfil the expectations of Western partners within the industry, 
even his choice of clothing became an ‘issue’: at some point he self-
reflectively realised that he was dressing differently for his meetings 
with American aid workers and for meetings with locals. He did not 
want to offend the Americans with his ‘kitsch bazaar-style sophisti-
cation’ (most of his clothes came from the local market), but he also 
did not want to appear ostentatious with his Western style, especially 
in the eyes of local people; it was not seen as appropriate. Clothing 
might seem like a minor issue, but these standards, specific to the 
aid industry, stretched into many other life domains, from housing 
choices to modes of transportation, employment and relationship 
rules. They all contribute to the formation of Aid Lands – or rather 
aid bubbles. At the heart of this issue, as Paweł noted, was the aid 
philosophy, according to which:

if you work for a certain development institution, then it is part of your 
job to be someone else, from somewhere else and not from there, [the 
Other] – not the local, because your job is to be the agent of change! You 
have to be someone else, that is it. So when you start to get to close [to 
local people] then you get out of control. … You have to be different.

I have written about these specific dynamics, the strategies of limit-
ing and controlling human relationships between local people and aid 
workers, elsewhere (Drazkiewicz 2017). The point I want to make 
here is that these had a profound effect on aid workers’ ability to 
immerse themselves in local cultures, to connect with local commu-
nities and be influenced by them in meaningful ways. Consequently, 
these specific locations in which aid workers operated in many cases 
became non-places (Augé 1995). The ‘reductionism’ of my book, the 
scarcity of information on South Sudan, on aid projects, is to some 
extent representative of the reality of aid. For many of my readers 
this might be a very uncomfortable omission. Yet I think that the 
frustrating feeling that it might generate, that something is missing, is 
very important, mostly because it is representative of the aid sector. 
Often these are the feelings that aid workers themselves also have.

My reductionism is not only a conscious attempt to create a certain 
literary representation, but is also a result of another important issue. 
This book is not about Polish aid to South Sudan, it is not an attempt 
to evaluate the PAIN’s or Polish ODA effectiveness. Instead, it is a 
story of the emergence of the Polish aid industry. Therefore, in this 
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book I focus on issues that, in my opinion, became crucial for this 
specific process. Moreover, like in any other case of transnational 
and corporate study, it is simply almost never possible to draw the 
full picture. There are many other actors missing from this book, 
and many field sites to which I could expand my research (EU, UN, 
OECD, Ministry of Finance in Poland, several NGOs). But as Bruno 
Latour (2005: 148) has pointed out, sometimes the limits of such 
multi-sited and network studies are not just guided by the reality, but 
also by our word counts and time constraints.

Main Actors

While there are many actors in this book, two play main roles. These 
are the Department of Development Cooperation in the MFA, and 
the Polish Assistance for the International Needy (PAIN). The 
Ministry is responsible for managing Polish ODA (a detailed descrip-
tion of the ODA management system can be found in Chapter 7). 
The Department of Development Cooperation in the MFA is one of 
the youngest, yet most rapidly developing divisions of the Ministry. 
It was set up as a result of the EU accession process. The Department, 
which is in charge of managing ODA funds in the disposition of the 
MFA, grew in the early 2000s out of a small (two-person) unit in the 
Department of United Nations and Human Rights (DUNHR) (cf. 
Czaplicka 2007; Bagiński, Czaplicka, and Szczyciński 2009). With 
time, it eventually separated from the DUNHR. At the time of my 
fieldwork, the Department had approximately thirty staff members, 
many of whom were not on permanent contracts. The offices of the 
Department were located at the back of the ministerial building, in 
its least prestigious corridors, often referred to as the ‘basement’. 
Today, the Department has grown significantly, and from the least 
prestigious department has become a recognised unit, occupying its 
own building.

In contrast to this top-down formation, the Polish Assistance for 
Internationals in Need was an NGO set up by a leader motivated 
by a strong conviction that global poverty must be addressed, that 
people in need deserve assistance. While the NGO had some con-
siderable experience in international aid (it started from projects to 
Eastern Europe), its South Sudanese mission was its first attempt in 
providing aid in Africa.

While in Poland the PAIN was among the most crucial players 
within the aid industry – it was active in public debates on ODA – 
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and engaged in Aid Watch and Development Education campaigns 
in Sudan it stood out as the smallest organisation with the lowest 
capacities. The main focus of the NGO was water and sanitation. 
During my fieldwork, thanks to a Polish MFA grant, the PAIN 
drilled (using a contracted commercial company) eleven boreholes. 
It also organised a series of training sessions for pump mechanics 
and distributed among the trainees some basic repair equipment. 
For comparison, in the same period, another NGO operating in the 
same area, Pact Sudan, drilled approximately 166 boreholes. Another 
project run by the NGO was concerned with agriculture. Within this 
initiative, eighteen women received training in vegetable-growing 
techniques. For four months they worked in three small gardens 
created especially for this project, where cabbages, eggplants and 
tomatoes were cultivated. At the end of the project, all crops were 
distributed among the women who worked at the site. Additionally, 
the NGO was managing the building of Boma Community Centres 
in three villages. These small mud-houses, covered with iron sheet 
roofs, were fully built by unpaid ‘volunteers’, and only the costs of 
the building materials were covered by the project grant provided by 
the UN Food and Agriculture Organisation (UN FAO). The project 
also included a ‘capacity-building’ component, which consisted of 
workshops on project management skills.

This project, as well as the vegetable garden initiative, was managed 
by Kasia. At twenty-eight years old, she had the most experience in 
working in South Sudan, arriving there in early 2007. As a young 
graduate of agriculture in Krakow, she had been strongly interested 
in implementing her knowledge in a practical field. Soon after finish-
ing her studies she became an intern at UNFAO in Italy. Sometime 
later she was employed by the PAIN. Water and sanitation projects 
were managed by Zofia, a 26-year-old graduate of African Studies. 
She came to this work from a centre for asylum seekers, where she 
had worked mostly with African refugees. To travel to Africa was her 
dream. Through the job with the PAIN, this wish finally came true. 
The head of the mission, Marcel, was also in his late twenties. He was 
Czech, and as he told me, he was proudly the only ‘non-Pole’ whom 
the PAIN appointed as one of its core staff members. According to 
him, PAIN leaders were reluctant to hire foreigners as they were 
convinced that since the NGO was called the Polish Assistance for 
Internationals in Need it should first and foremost be staffed by 
Poles. However, as he spoke impeccable Polish and was married to 
another staff member, he soon became an entrusted worker. Sudan 
was his second mission1 with the PAIN.
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Apart from these European expatriate staff members, the PAIN 
mission had short-term contracts with Sudanese project assistants, 
who were hired depending on the project needs. During my field-
work there were at least two Sudanese assistants hired per project. 
The PAIN also had a contracted driver and a logistician on a per-
manent basis, both of whom came from Uganda. There was also 
a housekeeper and three Sudanese security guards working at the 
compound site.

The small scale of the PAIN’s operational ability was reflected 
in its logistical capacity. At the beginning of the mission there were 
times when the NGO did not even have a functioning car. Its staff 
members lived in the smallest compound compared to other foreign 
organisations. Most of the office tasks were conducted in the regional 
Sudanese People Liberation Movement (SPLM) office, where the 
PAIN was able to use the internet and electricity provided by a much 
more powerful generator than the one in its own facility. Only a 
month before my arrival in Sudan, the PAIN moved to a new, much 
larger compound. Like all other NGOs, it obtained the plot for free 
from the local authorities. However, for the first months of operation 
there, the compound did not even have its own latrine or office, and 
had only a few old tents in which PAIN staff spent their nights.

As such, the PAIN provided a sharp contrast with other foreign 
agents operating in the state. Since the end of the war, various for-
eigners were arriving in the area in large numbers. Soon after the war, 
the Greater Upper Nile became host to many international organ-
isations such as MSF – Belgium, Intersos (from Italy), Handicap 
International with Atlas Logistique (France based organisations). 
Other organisations were also active in the area, among them Save 
the Children, Christian Aid and Pact Sudan. Apart from interna-
tional NGOs, various UN agencies (FAO, World Food Programme, 
UN High Commissioner for Refugees) also settled in the town. A 
special position, marked by privileged access to the local authorities 
and a massive compound, was held by the United Nations Mission in 
Sudan (UNMIS). This mushrooming of international organisations 
was a result of more than twenty years of involvement of various 
aid providers in the area (African Rights 1997; Riehl 2001; Egeland, 
Harmer, and Stoddard 2011). Now, once the security situation per-
mitted, they could render their humanitarian call and move into 
development, which allowed them to move into the country in their 
full capacity.

Together with the globally recognised Western-based organisa-
tions, other institutions were also moving to Sudan with their own 
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agendas. Among them was ASCOM, a Moldavian petroleum syndi-
cate. While its interest was clearly in the oil industry, it also played 
a certain role in the local aid environment. In early 2008, ASCOM 
opened the John Garang Institute, a higher education institution built 
by the consortium. It was also the responsibility of the Moldavian 
agent to secure educational services in this college. In the first year, 
this was secured by Moldavian academics. ASCOM also built a gov-
ernor’s residence. It cleared the area for a new market in the town, 
and cleared the bush surrounding Bor to allow further development 
of the services district. It also levelled and hardened roads within Bor. 
The details of these services were not known to the public and not 
willingly discussed by the officials. However, it was clear that they 
were linked to ASCOM’s anticipated oil operations.

The developments linked to ASCOM in their modes of operation 
resemble, to some extent, the works of the other foreign consortium, 
linked to the building of Jonglei Canal (Toufexis and Wurmstedt 
1983; Howell, Lock, and Cobb 1988; Ahmad Adil 2008). However, 
there is one striking difference between the present operations and 
those of the late 1970s. While in the past ‘Sobat Club Med’ – the 
nickname for the luxurious village erected to host foreigners building 
the Jonglei Canal (Toufexis and Wurmstedt 1983) – was in charge of 
the Western agents, the ASCOM compound was clearly an Eastern 
European dominion. These two camps, and the differences between 
them, were an interesting way of signalling the changes in global 
politics that took place in the thirty years separating them, the repo-
sitioning of stakeholders and the shifts in the global aid chain. This 
book contributes to the studies that aim to document these processes 
by telling the story of the emergence of the new aid industry in 
Poland.

Book Outline

This book is organised in two parts. The first is concerned with the 
ideology of aid, the search for the moral economy of foreign aid. 
The second part is concerned with stabilisation of those ideas and 
institutionalisation.

Chapter 1 serves as a historical and cultural backdrop to this 
monograph. This chapter assesses the shifting position of Poland 
within the aid chain, and demonstrates how this manoeuvring 
reflects major political changes in the world and echoes contem-
porary geopolitics. In the process, the chapter tells the story of a 
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country that identifies as both Eastern and Western at the same time. 
By becoming a donor, Poland attempts to challenge existing clas-
sifications that would partition the world into centre and periphery, 
First World and Third World, developed and undeveloped, modern 
and backward.

The chapter outlines three historical stages. First, it calls up 
past Polish involvement in various (economic, political, cultural) 
exchanges with African states, when Poland as a member of the 
Soviet Bloc was actively involved in decolonisation processes and 
modernisation schemes. Second, it discusses Polish experiences as a 
recipient of international aid. The focus is on the time of great trans-
formation in the 1980s and 1990s. Finally, the chapter introduces 
the most recent, post-EU accession era, when in order to finalise its 
‘return’ to (Western) Europe, the country relaunches its donor activi-
ties. This time it follows the lead and rules set up by the dominant 
stakeholders in Brussels. At this point the reader is introduced to one 
of the main characters of this book: the Department of Development 
Cooperation in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Poland.

This is followed by Chapter 2, in which I explain key histori-
cal, cultural and political mechanisms shaping Polish aid to Eastern 
Europe and Central Asia. In this chapter I also investigate the main 
discourses shaping this international engagement, and demonstrate 
how strong support for Polish involvement in the East is rooted in 
national ideologies and ideas influenced by notions of aid reciprocity.

Chapter 3 asks how, given the strongly national nature of Polish 
aid, support to other regions, specifically Africa, is mobilised. In 
this chapter I show that in order to gain public support for Polish 
involvement in foreign aid, a connection with Africa and its citizens, 
whom they envisioned as the main target of their donor activities, 
must be crafted. One of the outcomes of the aforementioned history 
of Poland is a strong (internal and external) perception of the country 
as one that is struggling with modernity and is itself in a perpetual 
state of development. As a result, emergence as a donor requires 
special efforts to convince the public of the country’s ability (but also 
the necessity) to share its wealth with others.

One of the most prominent tools in this pursuit is ‘development 
education’, which targets the public in the home country. One 
example is Villages of the World, an open-air museum, resembling 
the nineteenth-century Great Exhibitions and erected by one of the 
aid organisations in Krakow. Its aim is to educate school children 
about distant societies and foreign aid, and to create a (supposedly) 
missing connection with the imagined, distant needy. In this way, 
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the organisation hopes to construct feelings of interconnectivity and 
mobilise emotional compassion, which eventually will foster support 
for foreign aid.

The next step in the process of emerging as a donor is the process 
facilitating the formulation of a moral economy of foreign aid, an 
issue I discuss in Chapter 4. Here I demonstrate how strongly those 
supposedly secular, modernist moralities, visible in development 
education, are in fact shaped by religious ideas of charity with spe-
cifically Catholic connotations. The chapter discusses these issues 
by showcasing the stories of the PAIN and other NGOs, and their 
efforts to emerge as donors in South Sudan. It describes the process 
behind the allocation of funds in Poland’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
and demonstrates how religious institutions coexist in harmony with 
aid agents, fashioning themselves as the vanguards of aid pursuit.

This chapter shows how it is specifically Catholic charitable 
thinking that penetrates the moral economy of foreign aid. It argues 
that the role of the Catholic Church in Poland’s emergence as a 
donor also has a direct impact on the operational modes of foreign 
aid. Showcasing the efforts of different aid activists commencing 
their first aid projects in South Sudan, the chapter argues that due 
to the generally weak presence of Polish actors in Africa and their 
limited confidence in operating in this region, missionaries become 
a first contact point on the ground and take on the role of African 
gatekeepers. Their strong association with Africa and recognition 
as competent ‘local experts’ results in their identification as ‘local 
partners’ and puts them in an advantaged position in the funding 
allocation schemes.

While the previous chapters focused on the need to help (Malkki 
2015) as a motivating force of foreign aid, Chapter 5 draws attention 
towards the need to be there. By examining the life of the PAIN’s 
first mission in South Sudan this chapter asks about the origins of 
aid practice and the role of fantasies about distant locations in this 
process. The chapter shows that participation in foreign aid is equally 
motivated by charitable and political calls to assist those in need as by 
a fascination with distant places and a passion for travel. The chapter 
argues that the conceptualisation of aid work in terms of a ‘mission’, 
a unique job with a special, ethical goal and a difficult, risky opera-
tion which can only be done by selected individuals, ready to make 
sacrifices, enables constant recruitment of new cohorts into the 
industry. Furthermore, the chapter shows how this conceptualisation 
of aid pursuit translates into the need for the constant expansion of 
aid activities.
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In the aid industry, success is difficult to achieve and measure, yet 
the existence of aid agencies depends on their ability to demonstrate 
their positive impact. In this context expansion provides an opportu-
nity to measure markers of success quickly and easily: organisational 
growth, rising numbers of projects, inceptions of new initiatives 
and establishment of new missions offer a self-perpetuating signal 
of success. The success of aid organisations is never accounted for 
based on the number of missions they have closed (i.e. where they 
completed their humanitarian work), but rather on the number of the 
missions they have managed to open.

However, as expansion is by definition a dynamic process, it 
should never be completed, as this would mean stagnation. The case 
of emerging donors illuminates that maintaining the status quo is not 
enough and the aid practice can never be accomplished. The simple 
upholding of the existing operation is not sufficient: it requires con-
stant re-discoveries of ‘new’ locations to be identified as being in need 
of aid and transformed into the new mission location or project site. 
The ‘discovery’ of those sites, and further expansion of the mission, 
becomes the goal in itself.

As seen in the previous chapters, emergence as a donor requires 
mobilisation of specific moralities and ideas of caring about distant 
strangers. Yet paradoxically, while these aid narratives and ideologies 
have held great importance, in the process of mobilising support for 
international aid, in the efforts to become recognised as an ‘established’ 
aid provider, they are becoming an obstacle and have to fade into the 
background. What eventually comes to the fore are institutionalised 
‘technological’ and ‘objective’ aid systems promoted by the established 
players (here represented by the EU, UN agencies and the OECD) 
as the ultimate modalities of effective aid. These issues are a central 
feature of the second part of this book and the last two chapters.

In Chapter 6 I show that as a result of these specific arrangements, 
aid activists, when defining their work and organisations, manoeuvre 
between satisfying their humanitarian vocation and at the same time 
fulfilling contemporary standards calling for the institutionalisation 
of social activism. This process is particularly reflected in the struggle 
to define the meanings and modes of aid work: is it a mission or 
a profession? Is it a personal matter, or a strictly professional and 
structured task?

In this chapter, using stories describing the conflicts within the 
NGO mission in South Sudan over different ideas about work and 
life arrangements, I discuss the relationship between these two 
sides of the same engagement, between the ‘angels of mercy’ and 
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‘development diplomats’ (Tvedt 1998). We see how these two per-
spectives of ‘personal’ and ‘professional’ are negotiated within the 
space of aid organisations. The chapter demonstrates that the division 
between these categories is neither clear-cut nor fixed. Their conver-
gence becomes one of the central characteristics of aid organisations.

In this chapter I also demonstrate how the decision to move away 
from a vocational towards a technocratic approach is a way of estab-
lishing one’s own position in the aid chain. This chapter argues that 
progressive institutionalisation is achieved through international 
players and visions promoted by established donors. It shows how 
Western ideas about aid – promoting it as a domain of experts, a 
systematised engagement, not influenced by the ‘emotional’ and 
‘personal’ but driven by ‘rational’ policies and ‘objective’ systems – 
are imposed on emerging donors, leading to the homogenisation of 
international aid.

Chapter 7 continues the debate over the institutionalisation of the 
foreign aid machinery. It starts with the story of a failed aid project 
implemented in South Sudan. Its lack of success was, however, not 
attributed to problems on the ground. Rather, the systematic arrange-
ments of Polish aid and the way it is managed by the MFA in Warsaw 
were blamed. Consequently, the debate moves from consideration of 
the mission site in South Sudan back to Poland.

Through analysing the work of the Warsaw headquarters of PAIN 
and other aid organisations, I demonstrate how the obsession with 
documents, legal acts, strategies and policies is not only an attribute of 
the state institution, but is equally important for NGOs. Effectively, 
this chapter argues that in Poland, the state and NGO activists have 
more in common than they would like to admit. As a result, the aid 
apparatus is no longer (if it ever was) a Foucauldian (1980, 1991) 
or Scott’s (1998) state imposing power and governing the realities 
of its subjects, but instead a hybrid of institutions (NGOs, state 
institutions, international agencies), which together create complex 
configurations of power.

This chapter considers the obsession with reforming – though not 
abolishing – the system of governance. It discusses the phenomenon 
which I define as ‘bureaucratic activism’, a form of social action in 
which the bureaucracy is not just an object of change, but a tool for it. 
Presented as technical, de-politicised methods of governance, policy 
papers, strategies and other documents become envisaged as markers 
of objectivism, professionalism and expertise.

The aim of this chapter is to consider why, given that there is 
such dissatisfaction with how policies work, there is still so much 
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hope invested in the creation of new, supposedly better policies. As 
I argue, such a choice of institutional arenas and bureaucratic tech-
nologies is not simply instrumental, but reflects activists’ belief that 
policies have the power to bring about change through their capacity 
to order social realities. According to this perspective, the power of 
policy lies in the seductive promise of an ordered and systematised 
world. While strongly bureaucratic in its nature, policy becomes an 
aesthetic tool, expressive of aid activists’ hopes and dreams for an 
organised and ordered reality, a fantasy of a harmonious structure 
that will eventually orientate good practice, leading to positive global 
change and the eradication of poverty. As I will demonstrate, even 
though aid policies are bureaucratic technologies themselves, their 
aim is not only to govern practice and people, but also to orchestrate 
visions of the future and fantasies of success.

This chapter also describes the final step in the process of emerging 
as a donor – the stabilisation of an official, state-run aid apparatus, 
through the establishment of the first Polish Act on International 
Aid. In the process of becoming a donor, the creation of an effective, 
perfect aid system has been one of the key goals on the aid activists’ 
agenda. Just like the progressive professionalisation of aid NGOs 
described in previous chapters, the formulation of a state-run, cen-
tralised system was also envisaged as proof of the mature, expert and 
modern status of Polish aid. As such, the creation of a policy-based 
system was the ultimate requirement (both symbolically and literally) 
for all those who wanted to be accepted into the exclusive Western 
club of donors. It was one of the markers separating ‘established’ 
from ‘emerging’ donors, and as such was pressed by external stake-
holders: the EU, OECD/DAC, the UN but also various Western aid 
agencies, think-tanks and NGOs.

Examining the continuous efforts to fulfil ‘Western standards’ and 
endlessly reform Polish aid, the chapter discusses the role that trans-
national networks play in national politics and aid. It demonstrates 
how the competition of aid providers, and the hierarchical arrange-
ment of donors reflected in their categorisations as established versus 
emergent donors, hinders any possibility for creating a truly new, rev-
olutionary approach to international aid. Representatives of Poland 
often argue that by being free from colonial guilt and ‘knowing what 
it is like to be at the receiving end of the aid chain’ they have a com-
parative advantage over ‘established donors’. However, subscribing 
to the myths of modernity, desperate to become recognised in the 
international arena as an ‘established donor’, they in fact end up fol-
lowing the dictates and patterns of their Western counterparts.

INSTITUTIONALISED DREAMS: The Art of Managing Foreign Aid By  
Elżbieta Drążkiewicz. https://berghahnbooks.com/title/DrazkiewiczInstitutionalised



Introduction ◆ 31

As a result, emerging donors end up replicating solutions that 
are typical of Western powers. In this model, the emphasis is placed 
on the creation of the best possible system of foreign aid. Perceived 
as the main determinant of foreign aid, conditioning all success or 
failure, it becomes a central element dominating the efforts of aid 
professionals, redirecting their attention from other possible avenues 
for bringing about social change. The very belief that the perfect 
foreign aid system might actually be created perpetuates and sustains 
the faith in international assistance. According to this view, what is 
needed to achieve global solidarity is simply yet another modifica-
tion of the system, yet another redefinition of aid, yet another reform 
of the aid apparatus. As a result, the process of emerging as a donor is 
never complete and never satisfactory. It can be perpetuated forever.

Note

1. The term ‘mission’ is usually used in reference to humanitarian operations: 
urgent, conducted in difficult circumstances. However, recent blurring 
of the division and differences between humanitarian and development 
action (Duffield 2002, 2007; Stirrat 2006; Drążkiewicz 2017), and the 
movement of personnel from humanitarian appointments to development 
work, has resulted in frequent appropriation of the term in development 
as well.
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