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Glossary of Meanings

Words mean different things to different people. To make what is being
said clearer to myself and to the reader, here are some meanings and
descriptions. These are not necessarily what the words ought to mean, or
how others use them. Rather they sketch what I have struggled, however
fallibly, to be consistent in meaning by them in this book. To avoid confu-
sion, I have tried to keep close to common usage where there is one.

Altruism
Capability

CDR agriculture

Complex

Development
Deprivation

Diverse
Emic
Epistemology

Etic

unselfish concern and action for the welfare of others

the quality of being capable; the ability to do
something

agriculture which is complex, diverse and risk-prone,
contrasting with industrial agriculture and Green
Revolution agriculture which are relatively simple,
uniform and risk-free

having many parts, categories, linkages and
relationships a) within a system and/or b) between it
and its parts and the surrounding environment.
Causality is complex when there are many actual or
potential causes of an effect, many effects of a cause,
and/or backward linkages

good change

lacking what is needed for well-being. Deprivation has
dimensions which are physical, social, economic,
political and psychological/spiritual. It includes forms
of disadvantage such as social inferiority, physical
weakness, isolation, poverty, vulnerability,
powerlessness and humiliation

having variety, differentness, with many different
things and/or forms of the same type of thing

expressing the views, concepts, categories and values
of insiders

the theory of knowledge, and especially the critical
study of its validity, methods and scope

expressing the views, concepts, categories and values
of outsiders
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Generosity

Ill-being
Institution

lcddu

Local
Local people

Lowers

Model-T

Myth
Normal
professionalism

Normative

Paradigm

Poor

Positivism

Poverty

willingness and liberality in sharing and giving things
away
the experience of bad quality of life

has two meanings: an organization; and rules-in-use.
The latter refers to working rules, procedures and
norms expressed in repeated actions and relationships
between individuals in organizations (see also
Thompson 1995:1545, from whom these meanings have
been adapted)

local, complex, diverse, dynamic, and uncontrollable or
unpredictable

pertaining to a particular rural or urban place or area

people who live in a particular rural or urban place or
area

people who in a context are subordinate or inferior to
uppers. A person can be a lower in one context and an
upper in another.

the mass-produced Ford motorcar of which Henry
Ford is supposed to have said something like:
‘Americans can have their Model-T any color they
like as long as it is black’. Model-T is used to describe
standardized top-down packages for the transfer of
technology or of procedures

misguided belief
the concepts, values, methods and behaviour dominant

in a profession or discipline, often positivist and
placing high value on measurement.

expressing value judgements or prescriptions as
opposed to stating facts

a coherent and mutually supporting pattern of
concepts, values, methods and action, amenable or
claiming to be amenable, to wide application

has its common and wide meaning. This goes beyond
its use as the adjective for poverty (see below) to
include the broader sense of being deprived, in a bad
condition, and lacking basic needs.

a form of empiricism which holds to scientific method
as means of establishing objective reality

a condition of lack of physical necessities, assets and
income. It includes, but is more than, income-poverty.
Poverty can be distinguished from other dimensions of
deprivation (see above)
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Quadrat

Reality

Reductionism

Relevance
Serendipity
Transfer of

a square area selected to sample vegetation in a larger
area

has two senses: physical and personal. Physical reality
is the world of things ‘out there’. Personal reality is an
individual person’s perception and interpretation of
physical and social realities outside her or himself.
‘Reality’ as in ‘Whose reality counts?’ refers to
personal realities, including personal constructs,
perceptions and values (see also pages 56-8)

reducing the diverse and complex to the standard and
simple for purposes of analysis, or studying part of a
system separately from the whole

practical utility for learning and acting
making discoveries by accident
the approach to development in which packages are

technology (TOT) developed in central, controlled environments, and

Triangulation

Trustworthiness

Uppers

Vulnerability

Well-being

then transferred to other environments and people for
adoption

seeking multiple perspectives through different
methods, analysts, entities sampled, locations, points in
a distribution, sources of information, and/or
disciplinary perspectives, leading to crosschecking,
successive approximation and/or appreciation of
ranges of variance

the quality of deserving to be believed; how believable
a representation of reality deserves to be (see also
pages 158-61)

people who in a context are dominant or superior to
lowers. A person can be an upper in one context and a
lower in another

means exposure and defencelessness. It has two sides:
the external side of exposure to shocks, stress and risk;
and the internal side of defencelessness, meaning a
lack of means to cope without damaging loss

the experience of good quality of life
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Preface

This is a good time to be alive as a development professional. For we seem
to be in the middle of a quiet but hugely exciting revolution in learning and
action. That is what this book is about.

In 1983 I wrote in the preface of an earlier book Rural Development:
Putting the Last First, that it was ‘only a stage in a journey in which there is
far still to go’. Whose Reality Counts? Putting the First Last is about another
stage of that journey. And there will perhaps always remain far, far to go.

Five years ago, I began writing about the methods and approaches of
participatory rural appraisal (PRA). Like others, I had been astonished by
the analytical abilities of poor people. Whether literate or not, whether
children, women or men, they showed that they could map, list, rank, score
and diagram often better than professionals. That experience of PRA re-
mains central, the empirical core of this book. But PRA has evolved and
spread in many directions and into many domains: from NGOs to govern-
ment organizations, universities and research institutes; from a few countries
and sectors to many; from rural to urban; from South to North; from ap-
praisal to longer processes of planning, negotiation, action, monitoring and
evaluation; from field programmes to policy and theory; from methods to
organizational procedures and cultures, and above all to personal behaviour
and attitudes. PRA has come to impinge on much development practice,
professionalism, research, education, training, management and institutions,
and to raise questions about what sort of people we are. All this has hap-
pened fast, driven by innovating colleagues in the South. Trying to keep up
and think this through has been at once daunting and exhilarating.

The PRA experience has led into wider questions about development and
about the human condition. It has pointed towards a gap in the writing about
development: the lack of analysis of how error, professionalism, power and
personal interactions interlink. Reflective and self-critical PRA practitioners
are evolving a philosophy and behaviours which seem to promise better per-
formance. These resonate with other contemporary trends as part of a broader,
deep shift in ways of thinking, seeing, acting and being in the world. So the book
has come to be about more than PRA and more than just development.

Labels are a problem. As a term, ‘participatory rural appraisal’ no longer
describes what is happening. ‘Participatory’ fits, with its implications of inter-
action and empowerment; but ‘rural’ is wrong because of innumerable
applications in urban areas, organizations, adult literacy, policy and so on;
and ‘appraisal’ implies only finding out and assessment, when many want
PRA to describe a much longer process. Perhaps a new term is needed or, in
the spirit of decentralized empowerment and local creativity, a plurality of
new terms. ‘Participatory learning and action’ (PLA) may come to take the
place of PRA, but at the time I am writing, PRA is the term people are using.
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Activities described as PRA have become fashionable. The astonish-
ment, wonder and admiration remain, and the methodological revolution
continues. But as described in Chapter 10, bad practice is rife. The big
question is whether PRA can be self-improving as it spreads; whether self-
critical awareness, embracing error, and changing behaviour and attitudes
can be part of its genes, expressing themselves through individual practice,
understanding and better performance, and influencing organizational cul-
tures and professional methods and values.

I hope readers will find the book accessible, in price, organization, lan-
guage and style. Its price should be low, thanks to the publishers, and to
organizations named below. Its gist can be grasped in minutes, without the
bore of having to read the main text, by going to the first paragraphs of
Chapter 6 and to the abstracts at the start of each chapter.

Language has posed dilemmas. I have tried to write for both academics
and practitioners. The glossary says what I mean by some words and
phrases. I have tried to stick close to common usage and not to invent new
terms, but UPPERs and LOWERS seemed unavoidable. In writing I used
lcddu for local, complex, diverse, dynamic and unpredictable, but 1 have
put the words in full in most of the text. Nor have I been able to resist
having fun with words, images and occasional verse. Despite good advice,
much of that remains, though some has been quarantined in notes at the
end of the book. Readers for whom notes distract may wish to scan them
before reading the main text. I hope the lapses from dry prose will not
undermine the arguments and evidence.

This book tries to express how I see things, but there is hubris and hypo-
crisy in what I write: hubris because who am I, who have been wrong so
often, to examine others’ errors?; hypocrisy because I do not live what 1
say. But hubris and hypocrisy are bad reasons for keeping quiet. If some-
thing seems right, it has to be said.

Like others, I am trapped inside a skin, a separate, fallible, self-centred per-
son. I see and construe things in a personal way, unable to escape being who I
am, moreover a white, Anglo-Saxon, educated male. Others have other reali-
ties and see and construe things differently. And our different realities evolve.
In what follows, I have been driven and drawn along, not always willingly, by
the logic and learning of writing. This has led me to join others in asking:

o whether the best way forward is to engage and reflect — to experience,
listen, learn and share, to be self-critical and embrace error, and to be
willing to change;

O whether for each of us there is no permanent reality, no final truth, no
ultimate correct behaviour or belief, but rather, always doubt, stumbling
and search;

O whether much meaning and fulfilment are to be found in exploring and
sharing better ways of learning, living and being, and in celebrating the
realities of others.

Readers will have their own answers, their own realities, their own ideas of

well-being and fulfilment. Let me invite them, then, to reflect critically on
what is in this book, to improve on it, and to go beyond it.

Robert Chambers

July 1996
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1
The Challenge to Change

Nothing is permanent but change
Heraclitus, ¢.500 BC

In the last years of the twentieth century, change accelerates and the future
becomes harder to foresee. As instant communications spread, and power
and wealth concentrate, so ideas spread faster. A balance-sheet of develop-
ment and human well-being shows achievements and deficits. Power and
poverty are polarized at the extremes, with a global overclass and a global
underclass. An evolving consensus converges on well-being, livelihood, cap-
abilities, equity, and sustainability as interlinked ends and means. Huge
opportunities exist to make a difference for the better. The challenge is
personal, professional and institutional, to frame a practical paradigm for
knowing and acting, and changing how we know and act, in a flux of
uncertainty and change.

An overview

As we approach the end of the twentieth century and the start of the twenty-
first, we, humankind, have more power and more control over things, and
are more closely and instantly connected with each other, than ever before.
At the same time, more people than ever before are wealthy beyond any
reasonable need for a good life, and more are poor and vulnerable below any
conceivable definition of decency. New power, knowledge and social and
economic polarization coexist on an unprecedented and scandalous scale.

Many of the hopes of earlier decades have faded and many beliefs have
been challenged and changed. The visions of the 1950s and 1960s for a
better world with full employment, decent incomes, universal primary edu-
cation, health for all, safe water supplies, a demographic transition to stable
populations, and fair terms of trade between rich and poor countries, have
in no case been realized. The beliefs of those times — in linear and con-
vergent development through stages of growth, in central planning, in un-
limited growth, in industrialization as the key to development, in the
feasibility of a continuous improvement in levels of living for all — these
now have been exposed as misconceived and, with the easy wisdom of
hindsight, naive. Hundreds of millions of people are worse off now than
twenty years ago. That some nations should be rich and others poor can
even seem inevitable as we watch, year by year, the indicators of well-being
improve in some, and decline in others, with lower incomes, fewer children
in school, deteriorating services in health, mounting civil disorder, lower
expectation of life, and greater vulnerability.
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These deep divisions seem rooted in the sort of people we are. It is
tempting then to accept and excuse them as unavoidable. The truisms trot
off the tongue — ‘There always have been rich and poor . . . There always
have been wars . .. You can’t change human nature’. So we accept the
unacceptable, telling ourselves we are bowing to the inevitable. But the
coexistence of extremes of wealth and poverty, or of power and vul-
nerability, is not inevitable. It is the result of innumerable human choices,
actions and non-actions. We do not bow to physical diseases as inevitable —
polio, measles, malaria, TB. Nor is there any reason to bow to social
sicknesses and discords, as many millions of courageous and committed
people show through the lives they live. The challenge, as with all that is
not right, is to analyse, reflect and act to make things better.

The problem has many levels — international, national, regional, com-
munity, household, and individual; many dimensions — of gender, class,
caste, age, occupation, and physical and mental capability; and many im-
plications in domains which are political, legal, economic, social, psycho-
logical and ethical. All of these have a bearing. All of these present points
of entry and leverage for change for the better. Nor is this all. Some would
say that no book about deprivation and development is complete without
chapters on war and civil disorder, on bad and worsening international
terms of trade for what poor countries produce, on debt and the bad effects
on poor people of policies of structural adjustment, on the insults to the
environment by the affluent North, on the practices and impacts of transna-
tional corporations, and on the ideology of greed implicit in neo-liberal
economics. These are surely all relevant. All demand analysis and action.
Nothing in this book should be taken as undervaluing them. Nothing writ-
ten here should be taken as an excuse for ignoring them. To offset them,
and to augment positive aspects and trends, have to be priorities.

I have chosen, though, a different focus. This starts with ‘us’, with de-
velopment professionals. It asks about failures, errors and learning, about
what we do and do not do, and how we can do better. The argument is that
we are much of the problem, that it is through changes in us that much of
the solution must be sought. An earlier book (Chambers, 1983) was sub-
titled ‘Putting the Last First’.! But to put the last first is the easier half.
Putting the first last is harder. For it means that those who are powerful
have to step down, sit, listen, and learn from and empower those who are
weak and last.

So this book is concerned as much with those who are first, with ‘us’ and
our errors, omissions, delusions and dominance, as with ‘them’, the last.
We are many. We are from both North and South. We include political
leaders, writers, lawyers, film makers, businessmen, and bankers; students
and teachers in schools, colleges, polytechnics, training institutes and uni-
versities; researchers in all development disciplines — agriculture, animal
sciences, botany, ecology and other environmental sciences, economics,
education, engineering, fisheries, forestry, geography, health, human nutri-
tion, irrigation, management, political science, public administration, san-
itation, social anthropology, sociology and others; all who influence or
work for and with the multilateral agencies — the IMF and the World Bank,
the regional Development Banks, and that litany of acronyms — the
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CGIAR, FAO, the FAO Investment Centre, IFAD, the ILO, UNDP,
UNESCO, UNHCR, UNICEF, WFP, and WHO, to name but some of the
larger and better known; all those, too, who influence or work for and with
bilateral aid agencies and international NGOs; we include senior decision-
makers in all countries; and most numerous of all, those who are closest to
the action, the fieldworkers and headquarters staff of government depart-
ments and agencies and of NGOs in the South who are directly engaged
with poor people and development.

I am referring to us as a group, as ‘we’ and ‘us’2, after this point without
inverted commas. The radical activist in a remote village in Bihar may not
identify with the president of the World Bank; nor he with her. But we are
all actors in the same ‘upper’ system of organization and communication
which is ever better linked; and our decisions and actions impinge on those
in the ‘lower’ system of local rural and urban people and places. We are all
trying to change things for others, we say for the better. We are all develop-
ment professionals.

There are many starting points. Each chapter is in a sense a start on its
own. But I hope to show that all chapters converge. To begin, let us set the
scene by examining the context of contemporary conditions and change
within which this book is written.

Accelerating change

Most ages have had their chroniclers who see themselves living through
times of exceptionally rapid change, and facing imminent doom. But con-
tinuous change is a natural condition of physical, biological and social
systems; and fears of doom are endemic. So given that change is inherent in
nature, and in human society, one can ask whether change in the mid-1990s
is different.

It seems to be different in its combination of scale, speed, global scope,
and unpredictability. More seems to be changing and changing faster;
changes are more interconnected and more instantly communicated; and
the future is harder to foresee.

This is a view from a ‘core’, from a place which in our terminology is
called central, in a rich country, linked in with global communications, and
in the mid-1990s. The waves on which we find ourselves swept along are
political, economic, technological, environmental and social, and they seem
to be ever accelerating. If this book survives into the twenty-first century,
anyone reading it may find of historical interest the changes which seem so
dynamic in the mid-1990s.

Politically, the effects of the end of the Cold War have been dramatic.
Global power is now concentrated in the North, and especially in Wash-
ington. The North is now less concerned with what happens in the South.
The relative stability of the Cold War has given way to flux. Against
expectations, multi-party democracy is in process in more and more coun-
tries. The plural nation-state has found it harder to hold together: some
countries have fallen apart and split up, peacefully or with violence —
Czechoslovakia, Ethiopia, Somalia, the USSR, Yugoslavia; and many have
unresolved conflicts involving violence — Afghanistan, Angola, Burundi,
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Cambodia, Chechenya, Georgia, India, Indonesia, Iraq, Liberia, Rwanda,
Sierra Leone, Sri Lanka, Sudan and the UK, to mention only some of those
more often in the news. Against this dismal backdrop, the liberating
achievements of South Africans have given the human spirit a huge lift.

Economically, power relations have polarized. The North is no longer
inhibited by post-colonial guilt; the countries of the South have become
weaker; and the North now more freely imposes its latest economic ideo-
logies on the countries of the South. Globalization of the free market means
that economic change is less subject to human control, and states have less
control over their economies. At the same time, in the 1980s and 1990s, the
World Bank, the IMF and other banks and donors have set conditions for
domestic economic policies in the South to a degree unthinkable in the 1960s
or 1970s. More than ever before, power is concentrated in the cores of the
North, including power to determine national policies in the South.

Technological change has, if anything, been even more rapid and start-
ling than political and economic change. Its effects on the Northern view
have been strong, through accelerating rates of innovation and obsoles-
cence especially in microprocessing and communications. Instant com-
munication has spread to those connected through E-mail, fax and
Internet, and instant news comes from CNN and the BBC. Television has
shrunk our world to a visual village.

Environmentally, as every Northern schoolchild now knows, change is upon
us, much of it threatening, through air, sea, water and soil pollution, through
global warming and rising sea levels, through the thinning of the ozone layer,
through the dangers of disarming and disposing of nuclear weapons, through
nuclear waste disposal, and through deforestaticn and erosion.

Socially, in terms of well-being, for many in the North the experience is
of increasing unemployment, job insecurity, crime, drug abuse, and anti-
social anomie. Simultaneously, for the privileged of both North and South,
the visual social reality perceived or repressed includes mass slaughter,
genocide, starvation, child soldiers, mutilation by land mines, and the like,
brought literally home on television screens.

All this is how things appear from a stance in a core, that is, either in the
North or in a position of power and privilege in the South. Contrast the
view from the other end, from the remote (that is, remote from many of us)
peripheries in the South. From there, there is no one view, but a multi-
plicity. Social change is rapid in almost every part of the globe, though
largely unperceived in the cores. Tens of millions are deprived and mar-
ginalized each year through political, economic and physical disasters.
More, not fewer, people become refugees; more, not fewer, migrate each
year in desperation and distress, hoping for a less bad life. For others, from
the farming or fishing village, the pastoralists’ camp, the small town or the
city slum, the details differ, for each is local and special. For them, the
world is not a global presence that has penetrated the living room, as in the
North, but a specific outside, a particular surrounding of people, resources,
services, opportunities, threats and conditions.

There is, though, one meaning, shared by the majority who live in the
peripheries. For them, ‘remote’ refers to the cores, to the places of wealth,
power and privilege which are far away. For those in the cores, ‘remote’ is
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reversed, and refers to the peripheries, the places of poverty, weakness and
deprivation. For the powerful minority of the cores and the powerless
majority of the peripheries, the world is opposite ways round.

Both perspectives, from Northern cores and Southern peripheries, are
tied to a time in history, the present. What they share, and what will persist,
is the unpredictability of the future. The faster the change, the less secure
the forecasts; and the quicker and more global the communication, so the
greater the costs of error. Futurologists are discredited: they have been
spectacularly wrong, and the errors of economic forecasters have not been
few. William J. Baumol (1991: 1) has expressed the uncertainty that many
feel with his statement that ‘I feel obliged to confess that I can offer with
any degree of confidence only one prediction — that the future will surprise
me’. New humility, sensitivity, nimbleness and willingness to change are
needed for the more fluid and transient conditions of contemporary life in
the North. And in the peripheries of the South, the world remains uncer-
tain, as in the past, subject to sudden changes in markets, prices, services,
supplies, institutions, government staff, weather, and civil order. At any
time, the world outside the local community can bring human-made or
natural threat and disaster.

Polarization: overclass and underclass

Accelerating change sharpens the challenges of social and economic ‘de-
velopment’. The faster the change, the greater are both opportunities and
dangers. Just how acute these challenges are can be gauged from progress
and regress in the human condition over recent decades. These show strik-
ing contrasts: huge successes and achievements; and disastrous failures and
shortcomings.

Let us start conventionally, with statistics. These are notoriously flawed
and liable to mislead. The multiple and diverse realities of poverty and
well-being defy capture by standard measures. Reported improvements or
declines can be fictions. Yet for all their limitations, conventional figures
can at least suggest some orders of magnitude, trends and contrasts.
Aggregate figures for some common indicators show average improve-
ments, as in Table 1.1. But any complacency would mislead: gross deficits

Table 1.1: Reported improvements in indicators of human well-being

Least-developed All developing
countries countries

1960 1993 1960 1993
Life expectancy (years at birth) 39 51 46 61.5
Infant mortality per 1000 live 173 110 150 70
births
Adult literacy rate (per cent) 29 46.5 46 69
Real GDP per capita $US 580 900* 950 2700*

Source: HDR, 1995, 1996 * rounded



remain; achievements are unstable and need to be maintained; as popu-
lations rise, absolute numbers deprived can rise even when averages im-
prove; and deprivations interlock, making it harder at the margin to help
those who are badly off.

In each sector the record is mixed. The glass that looks half full, with the
achievements reported, is also half empty, with what has not been achieved
for basic well-being.

In health, life expectancy in all developing countries reportedly rose,
between 1960 and 1993, from 46 to 61.5 years (HDR, 1995; 1996) and infant
mortality per 1000 live births reportedly more than halved, from 150 to 70.
Smallpox was eradicated from the earth, and polio and Guinea Worm
disease greatly reduced. In little more than a generation the proportion of
rural families with access to safe water was reported to have risen from less
than 10 per cent to more than 60 per cent.

On the other hand, there has been a resurgence of malaria and tuber-
culosis, the time bomb of HIV menaces whole peoples and economies with
its insidious spread, and in some countries with civil disorder, famine and
breakdown in government services, life expectancy has fallen.

In education, the adult literacy rate in developing countries reportedly
rose, between 1960 and 1993, from 46 to 69 per cent, and in little more than
a generation, the proportion of children in primary school is said to have
risen from less than a half to more than three-quarters.

On the other hand, nearly one billion people remain illiterate, and the
primary school drop-out level is said to be 30 per cent. The goal of univer-
sal primary education is not remotely in sight.

On females,3 from 1970 to 1992, in low- and middle-income countries,
rises were reported in female life expectancy at birth from 56 to 64.5 years,
and in the ratio of female to male literates from 54 to 71 per cent.

On the other hand, the enormity of discrimination and violence against
females is simply outrageous. In 1993, two-thirds of all illiterates were
reported to be women (HDR, 1993: 12). The abuse, sexual and other, of
girl children is still largely concealed by the sacred secrecy of the family,
and is only beginning to come to light. India is not alone in exhibiting
discrimination against females on a scale which beggars the imagination.
The bad effects of dowry in India intensify as lower castes and economic
groups adopt and exploit it, contributing to the selective abortion of
perhaps a million female foetuses a year following prenatal sex-
determination. The liberal-democratic traditions of South Asia, especially
India, have allowed these issues to be exposed and debated. Bangladesh,
Pakistan, and China are also implicated. At the sub-Saharan African sex
ratio of 102 females to 100 males, India had 41 million missing females in
1992 and China 48 million.# Comparing the female:male ratios of develop-
ing countries as a whole (96 to 100) with those of industrialized countries
(104 to 100) presents the staggering figure for the developing countries of
over 170 million females missing.

On the military, in recent years, global military expenditures, the num-
bers of people in armed forces, and the numbers employed in arms indus-
tries, have all declined (HDR, 1993: 9-10), and the nuclear arsenals of the
United States and the former USSR are gradually being reduced.
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On the other hand, civil wars break out, some like Yugoslavia and
Rwanda in the world’s eye, and others like Angola, Liberia and Sudan
largely forgotten in the world of international communications. Whole
peoples, ethnic groups and cultures, for example the Tibetans, the Marsh
Arabs of Iraq, the Kurds, the South Sudanese, and the people of East
Timor are still, in the mid-1990s, oppressed and persecuted. Thirty-five
million people were estimated to be refugees or displaced within their
countries in 1993 (HDR, 1993: 12) and their numbers have continued to
rise.

On economy, from 1960 to 1993, in developing countries as a whole, real
GDP per capita nearly trebled, from US$950 to $2,700. On the other hand,
the rise in the least developed countries was much more modest, from
US$580 to only $900. In 36 of the 83 low-income economies and lower/
middle-income economies per capita GNP from 1980 to 1991 was reported
to have declined. The number of people in the world who are defined as in
absolute poverty has increased and is increasing.

Globally, too, personal deprivation more broadly defined has in many
places deepened. This can be understood through the interlinked dimen-
sions of physical weakness, isolation, income-poverty, vulnerability and
powerlessness (Chambers, 1983: 108-39). In any balance sheet, vul-
nerability is easily overlooked, yet its spread and aggravation have been
widespread (see e.g. Davies, 1996; Scoones, 1995b). Hundreds of millions
have become more vulnerable. They are more exposed to risks, shocks and
stresses; and with the loss of physical assets and fewer and weaker social
supports, they have fewer means to cope without damaging loss.

Deprivation has become more regional, concentrated more in those
countries which have the least capability to improve conditions, as in many
of sub-Saharan Africa, or in regions within countries, as with BIMARU
(Bihar, Madhya Pradesh, Rajasathan and Uttar Pradesh) in India, with its
population of some 370 million. Typically, the countries most affected are
heavily in debt. Many are politically unstable and have had declining levels
of living. The terms of trade for their exports are subject to long-term
decline so that they have to run harder just to stay in the same place, let
alone progress. Donors and creditors who proclaim their commitment to
anti-poverty programmes nevertheless require poor debtor countries to
pursue policies which further weaken and impoverish the poorest. A new
underclass of countries has evolved, mirroring the dimensions of personal
deprivation — physically weak, isolated, poor, vulnerable and powerless.

Even though the trends and tendencies are mixed, the polarization of
humankind between privilege and deprivation, between security and vul-
nerability, and between power and impotence, seems to be intensifying.
Within countries, income disparities have tended to widen. When SIDA
reviewed the 21 countries which it had been aiding, it found that income
inequalities had grown in all of them (pers. comm. Gunilla Olsson, 1995).
In general, the distribution of income has become increasingly more un-
equal since 1960 (Tabatabai, 1995). There are now more very poor and
vulnerable people in the world than ever before; and they are more and
more concentrated in regions and nations which are themselves weak and
deprived, lacking resources, or the capacity or will to act, or impoverished
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Table 1.2: World Classes 1992

Global class Overclass Middle Underclass
Category of Overconsumers Moderates (3.3 Marginals (1.1
consumption (1.1 billion) billion) billion)

Income per capita over US$7500 US$700-7500 less than US$700

Diet

meat, packaged
food, soft drinks

grain, clean water

insufficient grain,
unsafe water

Calories too many about right too few

consumed5

Transport private cars bicycles, public on foot

transport

Materials throwaways durables local biomass

Shelter spacious modest rudimentary
climatized

Clothing image conscious  functional secondhand or

scraps

Adapted from Korten, 1995: 6 and Durning, 1992: 27

by debt and declining terms of trade, or racked by civil disturbance, or
suffering combinations of these. Personal deprivation is nested within
national deprivation.

With the withering away of Marxism, the usefully vague word class has
gone out of fashion. Humankind can, though, be seen to have two polar
concentrations — an overclass with wealth and power, and an underclass
which is poor and weak, with a mixed and mobile middle. In 1992, this was
described by Alan Durning (1992: 27) as three World Consumption
Classes, whose characteristics are elaborated in Table 1.2.

The overclass of overconsumers is the same size as the underclass of
marginals. The income taken home by the wealthy overclass is not twice, or
4 times, or 8 times, or 16 times, but 32 times that of the poor underclass.

The overclass is a majority within the countries of the North, and a
minority within the countries of the South. There is a ‘South’, perhaps 20
per cent of the population, in the North, and there is a ‘North’, again
perhaps 20 per cent of the population, in the South. In the North, the
overclass makes up a democratic majority which votes for its own interests
against the smaller underclass, and luxuriates in a ‘culture of contentment’
(Galbraith, 1992). This overclass gained from the neo-liberal right-wing
governments of the 1980s. And the North as a whole has gained from its
dominant position vis-a-vis the South. Despite this, the minority overclass
in the South finds common interests with the overclass in the North. Wher-
ever it is, the overclass holds power, and bears the main responsibility for
what is done and not done.

The categories of overclass and underclass dramatize the polarization of
our world. Like all such categories, and all statistics about complex real-
ities, they simplify the reality. Conditions, people, trends, resource
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endowments, and relationships, are diverse — within families, groups, com-
munities, regions, and nations. All the same, the overclass and underclass
are stable: the overclass has multiple interlocking privileges, securities and
advantages which keep it on top; and the underclass has multiple interlock-
ing disabilities, vulnerabilities and deprivations which hold it under. The
question is how to help them converge, how to narrow the gap, how to
enable the overclass to accept less, and how to enable the underclass to
gain more.

An evolving consensus

Faced with many shifting dimensions, the temptation is to simplify or des-
pair. Ambiguity, diversity and plural realities can be difficult to tolerate.
Refuge can be sought in negativism. The outside cover of The Development
Dictionary: A Guide to Knowledge as Power (Sachs, 1992) asserts that ‘The
idea of development stands today like a ruin in the intellectual landscape’.
That is no grounds for pessimism. Much can grow on and out of a ruin. Past
errors as well as achievements contribute to current learning. So it is that in
the mid-1990s a consensus may be evolving on concepts, objectives and
actions for a better future.

It seems bold to assert that in conditions of accelerating change, concepts
may be stabilizing. Ideas for development policy and practice have continu-
ously changed, not least in response to the conditions from which they
derive and on which they act. With the extension of instant over-
communication on the cybernetic superhighway, and with new concentra-
tions of intellect and power in central places, Northern and donor-driven
lurches of policies to promote and fashions to follow can now spread faster.
At any time there have coexisted a range of vocabulary, concepts, and
values, some considered old-fashioned, some current, and some avant-
garde. So it is only to be expected that the frontier words of the mid-1990s,
such as accountability, ownership, stakeholder and transparency will be
followed and perhaps superseded by others. All the same, certain other
words, concepts and phrases have gradually grown in usage and have a
generality and utility which seem to fit them for survival even in volatile
and turbulent conditions and debates.

At a general level, there is putting people first, featuring in the titles of at
least two books (Cernea, 1985 and Burkey, 1993). A massive shift in pri-
orities and thinking has been taking place, from things and infrastructure to
people and capabilities. Consonant with this shift, five words, taken to-
gether, seem to capture and express much of an emerging consensus. These
are well-being, livelihood, capability, equity and sustainability. Each is
linked with the others, as in Figure 1.1.

Each word can be presented in a statement:

O The objective of development is well-being for all. Well-being can be
described as the experience of good quality of life. Well-being, and its
opposite ill-being, differ from wealth and poverty. Well-being and ill-
being are words with equivalents in many languages. Unlike wealth,
well-being is open to the whole range of human experience, social,
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Note: The overarching end is well-being, with capabilities and livelihood as means. Equity
and sustainability are principles which qualify livelihood to become livelihood security, and
well-being to become responsible well-being.

Figure 1.1: The web of responsible well-being

mental and spiritual as well as material. It has many elements. Each
person can define it for herself or himself. Perhaps most people would
agree to include living standards, access to basic services, security and
freedom from fear, health, good relations with others, friendship, love,
peace of mind, choice, creativity, fulfilment and fun. Extreme poverty
and ill-being go together, but the link between wealth and well-being is
weak or even negative: reducing poverty usually diminishes ill-being, but
amassing wealth does not assure well-being.

O Livelihood security is basic to well-being. Livelihood can be defined as
adequate stocks and flows of food and cash to meet basic needs and to
support well-being. Security refers to secure rights and reliable access to
resources, food and income, and basic services. It includes tangible and
intangible assets to offset risk, ease shocks and meet contingencies.
Sustainable livelihoods maintain or enhance resource productivity on a
long-term basis and equitable livelihoods maintain or enhance the liveli-
hoods and well-being of others.

O Capabilities are means to livelihood and well-being.? Capabilities refers
to what people are capable of doing and being. They are means to
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livelihood and fulfilment; and their enlargement through learning, prac-
tice, training and education are means to better living and to well-being.

O The poor, weak, vulnerable and exploited should come first. Equity
qualifies all initiatives in development. Equity includes human rights,
intergenerational and gender equity, and the reversals of putting the last
first and the first last, to be considered in all contexts. The reversals are
not absolute, but a means of levelling.

o To be good, conditions and change must be sustainable — economically,
socially, institutionally, and environmentally. Sustainability means that
long-term perspectives should apply to all policies and actions, with
sustainable well-being and sustainable livelihoods as objectives for pres-
ent and future generations.

Each word relates to the others, but they are of different sorts. Equity and
sustainability are principles. They also combine in intergenerational equity,
the principle of assuring the rights and opportunities of future generations.
For their part, capabilities and livelihood security are intermediate ends as
means to well-being. The overarching end is well-being, qualified by equity
and sustainability to be responsible. This means that well-being is not at the
cost of equity and sustainability, but is enhanced when it contributes to
them. Responsible well-being recognizes obligations to others, both those
alive and future generations, and to their quality of life. In general, the
word ‘responsible’ has moral force in proportion to wealth and power: the
wealthier and more powerful people are, the greater the actual or potential
impact of their actions or inactions, and so the greater the need and scope
for their well-being to be responsible. The objective of development
around which consensus might coalesce is then responsible well-being by
and for all.

When it comes to policies and practice, less agreement can be expected.
What ought to be done, and how it should be done, is sensitive to condi-
tions. Any tentative outline of consensus here is more open to challenge,
and more likely to sRift and vary. Still, some elements in a mid-1990s view
of how to achieve well-being, livelihoods, enhanced capabilities, equity and
sustainability, might include:

o combining and balancing the state and the market, to benefit, serve and
empower the poor;

o seeking livelihood-intensity in social and economic change;

o securing human rights for all, including peace, the equitable rule of law,
and secure rights of property and access for the poor;

o ensuring means of livelihood for all, comprising access to livelihood
resources and/or employment, together with safety nets;

o providing basic services for all, including health, education, water, hous-
ing; and

o facilitating participation, with approaches which are bottom up with
processes of learning, rather than top-down with blueprints.

On concepts and objectives, and on policies and actions, there is no final
word. There are, as it were, two polarized paradigms: one with a structure
which is linear, organized, predictable and converging on equilibrium; and
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one with a form which is non-linear, chaotic, unpredictable, divergent and
non-equilibrium. In the latter, everything is provisional and subject to re-
view. Change and learning know no boundaries. Realities are multiple. But
some elements of learning do persist; and time will show whether those
above will be among the survivors.

The power and will to act

A basic question is what power and will there are to act to put people first,
and poor people first of all. Among the conditions affecting power and will,
three deserve note:

1. Much that happens on a vast scale is neither accountable nor under
effective control. Uncontrolled globalization adds to uncertain or neg-
ative outcomes for the poor. Transnational corporations (TNCs) are
footloose, shifting nimbly to their advantage from country to country,
and subject to little regulation. Foreign-exchange speculations on an
unprecedented scale cream off fortunes for a few at the expense of the
many. Whether the poor gain or lose from TNCs depends hardly at all
on any regulation; and profits from currency speculation would appear
to be at the cost of the whole of the rest of humankind, including the
poor. Such global trends present themselves, like the weather, as haz-
ards to be observed and forecast fallibly, but seemingly outside human
control.

2. Fundamentalisms are divisive, and weaken any sense that individuals
can make a difference. They lure the unsuspecting and insecure into
belief systems which separate people into ‘either/or’ groups - believers
and unbelievers, the saved and the damned, the chosen and the rest, the
proletariat and the bourgeoisie, the ideologically sound and the ideo-
logically unsound, often with closed categories. Caricatured in their
vulgar forms, both neo-classical and Marxist theory render the indi-
vidual virtually powerless to change the course of human affairs. What
happens is determined by self-interested maximizers and historical
forces respectively. The human world can then appear a neo-classical
system driven inexorably by greed, or a Marxist zero-sum game in which
gain for one is loss for another. In neither case would the overclass
willingly accept loss or forgo gain so that the underclass could be better
off. For fundamentalist cynics, the global haves will always hold on to
what they have, and never give over anything for the global have-nots;
and the individual is largely impotent.

3. Fine rhetoric is rarely matched by equivalent action. In words, aid agen-
cies have been squarely for the underclass. The Overseas Development
Administration of the British government has had as its declared policy:
‘The purpose of our overseas aid for developing countries is to promote
sustainable economic and social development and good government in
order to reduce poverty, suffering and deprivation and to improve the
quality of life for poor people’ (FCO, 1993: 40).

Successive presidents of the World Bank have repeatedly stated their
similar commitment, as for example Lewis Preston in 1993: ‘Sustainable
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poverty reduction is the World Bank’s fundamental objective. It is the
benchmark by which our performance as a development institution
should be judged’ (Preston, 1993); and at the Social Summit in
Copenhagen in 1995, leaders of the world’s richest and most powerful
countries committed themselves to: ‘. . . the goal of eradicating poverty
in the world, through decisive national actions and international co-
operation, as an ethical, social, political and economic imperative for
humankind’ (WSSD, 1995).

Yet reviews (ActionAid, 1994; 1995) by NGOs found 17 out of 21
donor countries cutting aid, with a 6 per cent decline between 1992 and
1993, leading to the conclusion that ‘Despite many assertions that pov-
erty focus is the priority of official aid, there is little hard evidence that
money is actually following the rhetoric’ (ActionAid, 1994). The prob-
lem is to make rhetoric bite in the real, messy world.

Interpenetrating these negative conditions are others that are positive.
Much, but not all, that TNCs do is bad for the poor. Much, but not all, of
the windfall profits of currency speculators, is used selfishly: George
Soros,8 gave away some of the billions of pounds he made out of British
devaluation to support education and development in Eastern Europe. He
did not have to do that. But there are others in the overclass who go much
further, who organize and work for the underclass and who inspire through
their vision, lives and leadership, not just those like Gandhi, Freire,
Schumacher, Mother Theresa and Mandela who are well known, but those
unnamed millions who work for NGOs, in governments and in other or-
ganizations, in a spirit of service. And even if the quantity of aid stagnates
or declines, some of its quality improves.

The key is personal choice. The actions of TNCs, of currency speculators, of
UN agencies, of governments, of NGOs are all mediated by individual de-
cisions and action. The point is so obvious and so universal it pains to have to
make it. People are complex and diverse. People can choose how to behave
and what to do. The assumption of pervasive selfishness and greed in neo-
liberal and male-dominated thought, policy and action supports a simplistic
view of human nature. This overlooks or underestimates selflessness, gener-
osity and commitment to others, and the fulfilment that these qualities bring.
Development theorists have neglected the drives and pleasures of generosity
and altruism, and the personal trade-offs between satisfactions.

As words go, ‘altruism’ is a Cinderella of development. It provokes the
cynic to see through to other, less flattering, realities. Human motivation is
many-sided, and almost any act can be seen in a good or bad light. What-
ever other negative interpretations may also apply, there is a level at which
part of the motivation for many actions is to help others, to make things
better for those who are less fortunate or in need. Altruism is a fact of
human behaviour, and can be chosen. The huge achievements of recent
decades in health had many causes, but the desire to reduce suffering, to
cut infant mortality, to make life better for those who are deprived, was
surely one. No one is fully determined; no one is immune from altruism.

Beyond this, the new concentrations of power in the 1990s present new
opportunities for action. The unipolar focus of power, influence and
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decision-making in the eastern United States presents new opportunities
for individual intervention. Washington is the home of the United States
government, of the World Bank, and of the IMF. New York is the head-
quarters of the United Nations. In the democratic environment of the
United States, all of these can be confronted and pressured.® A busy small
group of committed NGO lobbyists in Washington has an influence far out
of proportion to its numbers. Moreover, like their colleagues in other
countries, it has shown repeatedly that policy and practice are not fully
determined, can be changed, and flow from accumulations of individual
decisions about what to say and do. Humankind is closer together, and the
peripheries are closer to the centres of power, than ever before. And the
changes with which we are concerned are not between political Left and
Right, or between states and markets. They are between the priorities of
the powerful and those of the weak.

The potential for deliberate, chosen change is there. If the levers of
power are stronger, so too is the potential for change. Many are now better
placed to act than were their predecessors. Whether they now act in favour
of the weak and poor depends on many motivations. The choices are real;
for all actors there is an agenda for personal fulfilment and responsible
well-being through generosity, vision, commitment and courage.

The challenge to change

The problem is how, in conditions of continuous and accelerating change,
to put people first and poor people first of all; how to enable sustainable
well-being for all. The thesis of this book is that solutions can be sought in a
new paradigm and a new professionalism.

Basic to a new professionalism is the primacy of the personal. This
recognizes the power of personal choice, the prevalence of error, and the
potential for doing better in this thing called development. The personal,
professional and institutional challenge is learning how to learn, learning
how to change, and learning how to organize and act.

The new paradigm needs change and adaptability in its genes: for if
nothing is permanent but change, then managing and coping with change
has to be inherent in the paradigm itself. In this respect, it is a meta-
paradigm, a paradigm about paradigms. Different elements will have dif-
ferent degrees of robustness and permanence. Which will endure is not
knowable. That they will change is the only certainty. The analytical chal-
lenge is to frame a practical paradigm for knowing and acting, and chang-
ing how we know and act, in a flux of uncertainty and change.
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2
Normal Error

. . . a waste of money and a bloody mess.
Official of a multilateral agency on
Integrated Rural Development Projects

Some of the potential gains from personal and professional change can be
gauged through analysis of error. Errors in development are so common as
to be normal. Some are embraced and lead to quick learning; others are
embedded and sustained. Past errors are evident in many domains. Ex-
amples include: macro-policies; beliefs about food and famines; projects,
programmes and packages; science and technology; and beliefs about people
and the environment. The puzzle is why we, development professionals,
have been wrong so often and for so long. Learning has been slow. The
challenge is to learn faster and better.

Errors: embraced or embedded?

‘To err is human’ is oddly absent from The Methuen Dictionary of Clichés
(Ammer, 1992). Yet Alexander Pope’s phrase is common currency in collo-
quial English, and error is normal in all domains of human activity. That the
history of development is littered with errors is, then, scarcely surprising. The
other side of the coin is that if we could learn from errors and avoid them in
future, ‘development’ would be transformed. This chapter presents and ana-
lyses examples of error to provide a basis for seeing how to do better.

Errors in development lie on a continuum between two poles: at one
pole embraced errors which lead to learning; at the other, embedded errors
which sustain mistakes.

Errors which are recognized and embraced can lead quickly to better
understanding and performance. Faced with the complexity, diversity and
dynamism of people, conditions, institutions and actions, it is only to be
expected that mistakes will be made. Those who take responsibility and act
have to learn, adapt and adjust on the run. For them, lessons from mistakes
are needed for learning to do better. There is, then, a class of errors which
can lead to quick improvements. They are short-term and reversible. They
are known as trial-and-error, learning-by-doing, and successive approxima-
tion, and found and expected in pilot projects and in a learning process
approach (Korten, 1980, 1984; Rondinelli, 1983). The opportunity they pre-
sent is to ‘fail forward’ (Peters, 1989: 261-2). They are errors for learning.

Embedded errors go deeper, last longer, and do more damage. Often
they reflect widely held views, and are generalized. Often they fit what
powerful people want to believe. They tend to spread, to be self-
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perpetuating, and to dig themselves in. Embedded error proliferates and
sustains failures.

This chapter is concerned more with embedded errors. Some academics
delight in exposing them, and I am not guiltless on that score. But the
consummation sought is not an orgy of morbid glee. It is to understand how
and why we, development professionals, so often get it wrong while so sure
we are right.

Effective action requires understanding of the physical and social world
on which we seek to act. We have to know what works and what does not.
The presumption has been strong among development professionals that
we do know what we are doing. But many beliefs, policies, projects and
programmes which have been part of conventional wisdom at one time
have proved later to have been false or flawed. Those which follow are a
few, selected because they are accessible, and have been well analysed and
documented. The aim is to understand how these errors arose and were so
deeply embedded, and how similar errors can be avoided.

Macro-policy

The most serious such errors in scale of impact have been in macro-policy
prescriptions for development, since these have affected so many people so
much. In the 1950s industrialization was seen as key to progress for the
underdeveloped countries. A linear view of development was concerned
with a convergent evolution of economies, with ‘catching up’, with, in
Rostow’s (1960) term, ‘take-off into sustained growth’ which would pass
through standard stages of development. Infant industries were protected.
National planning was prestigious and the norm. Parastatals proliferated.
But in the 1970s, much prescription changed. Natural resource endow-
ments were seen to be crucial, and agriculture and rural development were
stressed. Large-scale loans were disbursed for capital investment. The
1980s followed with heavy indebtedness and the neo-liberal lurch, leading
to the imposition on weak, impoverished and now deeply indebted govern-
ments, especially in sub-Saharan Africa, of policies of structural adjustment
by their creditors. These policies, it was hoped, would enable their eco-
nomies to recover and their debts to be repaid. Markets were to be freed.
State bureaucracies, which had earlier been encouraged to swell, were now
to be shrunk. So the development dogmas of the powerful did a U-turn,
from a neo-Fabianism of direct government action and of parastatals, in
which the state did more and more, to a neo-liberalism of privatization and
a free market, in which the state did less and less.

To be fair, policies make more sense in their contemporary conditions
than they seem to later. Also, whatever policies are followed, some people
will usually be hurt and so the policies will be open to criticism. All the same,
with hindsight, one can see a succession of massively damaging mistakes:
first, to expect weak states to do so much through central planning and direct
government action; then to drive them deep into debt with enormous loans;
and then, when they were in no position to argue, to thrust on them policies
of structural adjustment which made life worse for the poorest. The policies
were flawed, but at the time most professionals, especially economists,
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thought them right. The puzzle is how such errors, so obvious after the fact,
could have occurred, and on such a phenomenal scale. And since the confid-
ence and conviction of the powerful seem sustainable in the face of such
errors, the questions are how much they and other development profes-
sionals are still wrong, and may continue to be wrong, while sure they are
right; and how we can all of us learn to be less wrong in the future.

Integrated Rural Development Projects

The literature on development errors is neither sparse nor all of it recent
(see for example Wood, 1950; Baldwin, 1957; Hirschman, 1967; Chambers,
1973; Cassen et al. 1986; Hill, 1986; Porter, Allen and Thompson, 1991;
Morse and Berger, 1992). Errors and failures are found in the work of all
development organizations, not just in international agencies, bilateral
donors, and host governments, but also in NGOs and banks. The project
and programme errors considered here involve the World Bank, because it
combines huge scales of operation with self-critical transparency in sharing
some of its learning with others.

Following Robert McNamara’s speech in Nairobi in September 1973, rural
poverty and rural development became priorities for World Bank lending.
Smallholder farming and farmers were identified as the main target. Since
rural development and smallholder farming had many related aspects, it was
considered that many of these should be tackled simultaneously. To make
this manageable, bounded geographical areas were identified for integrated
rural development projects (IRDPs). The designs sought to combine
simultaneous and co-ordinated actions, often by different organizations and
departments, but with an on-site project management.

Between 1973 and 1986, the Bank lent US$19 billion for nearly five hun-
dred (498) rural development projects, the total costs of which were es-
timated at $50 billion (i.e. averaging about $100 million each). Area
development projects were 40 per cent of the portfolio. The outcome for
these was a large proportion of failures, especially in sub-Saharan Africa
(World Bank, 1988 passim). In the words of the Bank’s own, commendably
self-critical evaluation: ‘the Bank apparently lost sight of the reality that the
cost of failures, in what were identified from the outset as risky experiments,
would be borne by borrower countries and not by the Bank’ (ibid. xviii).

The evaluation concludes that there are many lessons to be learnt. They
included problems arising from:

O institutional and managerial complexity;

O lack of the viable technical packages which had been assumed; and

O supply-driven lending, high targets, and urgent large-scale action without
pilot projects.

Beliefs about food and famine

Few fields are of more intense concern for human well-being and develop-
ment than food. Lay people can be forgiven for supposing that human
nutritional requirements would have long since been established by hard
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science, and would be universally recognized. This, however, has not been
so, either with the composition of diet, or with calorie requirements.

On diet, it was believed in the 1950s that protein deficiency was the
major cause of malnutrition, and that the solution was to increase the
intake of protein. This led to feeding undernourished children with expens-
ive high-protein foods. Then it came to be understood that the main def-
iciency was usually calories, not proteins. In consequence, feeding
priorities shifted from proteins to ensuring adequate calories through
carbohydrates, which were also cheaper. Although some debate continues
about how important proteins are, adequate calories are still recognized as
usually the top priority.

Micronutrients have been another big change. In the past decade, vi-
tamin A, vitamin C, thiamine and niacin, and iodine, iron and zinc, have
been found to matter more to physical well-being than earlier thought
(Uvin, 1992: 39-50; 1994: 20-26). Micronutrient additions to the diet,
especially vitamin A, can reduce morbidity and mortality among many
children (Beaton et al. 1993). On current form, it would be surprising if
coming decades did not see yet further discoveries about diet and nutrition.

On calorie requirements, the belief current in the 1950s and 1960s was
that these were around 3000kcal or more. This was for an active male in the
North. When the figures were applied worldwide, very large numbers of
people were classified as seriously malnourished. In 1950 Lord Boyd-Orr,
the first Director-General of FAO, wrote in Scientific American (cited in
Uvin, 1994: 63) that ‘a lifetime of malnutrition and actual hunger is the lot
of at least two-thirds of mankind’. But since then estimates of individual
nutrient requirements have shown a long-term downward trend. The
National Academy of Sciences estimates of food energy requirements for a
moderately active man of 70kg bodyweight declined from 3200kcal in 1958
to 2700kcal in 1974 (see Table 2.1), and FAO estimates for a moderately
active man of 55kg declined from 2830kcal in 1957 to 2450kcal in 1985.

The technical issues are not simple, given variances by body weight, basic
metabolic rate, sex, life cycle (including pregnancy and lactation), season,
physical activity, climate and state of health. These variables give experts
plenty of leeway to choose between alternative estimates. It seems that
estimates of requirements, and of numbers of people undernourished, have
been influenced not just by research, but by a shifting climate of opinion,
judgements by individuals and committees, and political considerations
(Pacey and Payne, 1985 ch. 1; Uvin, 1994 ch. 3). One fear was that if
estimated calorie requirements were reduced, the numbers for the hungry
would decline, and support for international agencies and aid would be
undermined.

Even more radical changes have taken place in the understanding of
famines. For many years, the received wisdom was three commonsense
beliefs: first, that famines resulted from a shortage of food; second, that
deaths in famines resulted from starvation; and third, that the action re-
quired was to supply food when people could no longer feed themselves. In
his 1981 book Poverty and Famines, Amartya Sen challenged the first
belief, arguing that famines were more the result of lack of entitlements —
the lack of the ability to command and obtain food, than of lack of food or
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Table 2.1: Some estimates of food energy requirements
Year Kcal A: Male, bodyweight 70kg

1958 3200 NAS moderately active

1968 2800 NAS moderately active

1974 2700 NAS moderately active

B: Male, bodyweight 55kg

1957 2830 FAO moderate activity

1965 2500 active, in Africa

1973 2530 FAO moderate activity

1983 2400 ICMR* recommended daily intake adult, moderate physical

activity

1985 2450 WHO/FAO/UNU ditto (est. 2710, corrected for overestimate
of BMR2)

1985 2200 as above, with minimal activities

1985 1960 as above, with body weight adjusted to 44kg

1985 1550 as above, ‘survival' requirement

Sources: Pacey and Payne 1985: 23 and Payne 1990: 15 citing various sources.
1ICMR = Indian Council for Medical Research; 2BMR = basic metabolic rate.

decline in food availability. In his 1989 book Famine that Kills Alexander de
Waal challenged the second belief, arguing on the basis of extended field-
work that in Darfur in 1984-85, that disease, often water-borne, was the
overwhelmingly important killer in the famine, not hunger. In her 1996 book,
Adaptable Livelihoods, Susanna Davies has challenged the short-term reduc-
tionism of the third belief. Drawing on research and experience in Mali and
elsewhere, she establishes the case for earlier interventions, and for a shift to
save livelihoods, not just lives. These three books, and the research on which
they are based, change the way famines are viewed and the prescriptions for
actions to be taken in response and in anticipation. But none of these new
received wisdoms is itself final, and each is subject to continuing debate.

The learning from all this is that what appear to be hard scientific facts
and figures can be selected according to the climate of opinion and to
political considerations; that combinations of scientific knowledge and
common sense can be wrong; and that in matters as complex and locally
and individually variable as the relations between human physiology, de-
privation, famine, food and livelihoods, there is much to doubt and prob-
ably much still to learn.

Post-harvest losses of grain

In matters amenable to investigation by hard science, development profes-
sionals are inclined to believe that ‘we know’, and that our technology is
superior. There are areas where this is well established and credible, and
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where modern scientific knowledge has an advantage over local know-
ledge. This is especially the case with the very small and microscopic, as
with viruses, bacteria, and their related diseases; and with the very large
and macroscopic, as with comparative conditions in other places. There are
other areas where accurate knowledge has been claimed, or has appeared
to have been established, but where there is actually uncertainty and error.
An example is village-level post-harvest losses of foodgrains. On this, the
principal sources used here are Martin Greeley’s (1980, 1982, 1986, and
1987 Ch. 2) analyses of the origins and explanations of estimates of village-
level post-harvest losses of grains.

Post-harvest losses of food at the village level became a major focus of
attention in the 1970s, especially following the World Food Conference of
1974. They were identified as ‘the neglected dimension in increasing the
world’s food supply’ (Bourne, 1977, cited in Greeley, 1986: 333). Estimates
were high. The most extreme, cited by Lester Brown (Seeds of Change,
1970) was where ‘according to one calculation, based on local reports, 50
per cent of the grain crop of India was lost to rodents, 15 per cent was lost
during milling and processing, 15 per cent was lost to cows, birds and
monkeys, 10 per cent was lost to insects and 15 per cent was lost during
storage and transit — a grand total of 105 per cent’. Less extreme but still
high figures were taken more seriously and widely quoted. Parpia (1977:
20) argued that ‘In most of the food-deficit countries, actual shortages (of
food) represent 4-6 per cent, while losses have been estimated at 2040 per
cent of production’. The figures of 30 and 40 per cent were widely and
loosely quoted in many different contexts. Typically, an account of parti-
cipatory research concerned with post-harvest losses in Tanzania opens
with the statement that ‘As much as 30-40% of grain harvests in Tanzania
have been lost annually’ (SPRA 1982: 6).

The belief in such huge post-harvest losses of grains at the village level
led to the establishment of large-scale programmes of intervention. FAO
set up a Post-harvest Loss Prevention Programme, and its budget for
postharvest-related programmes rose from US$2.5 million in 1976/77 to
over $19 million in 1981. USAID tripled its authorized expenditure be-
tween 1976 and 1978, from nearly US$5 million to nearly $15 million.

When careful multi-disciplinary field-level research was later carried out
village-level post-harvest losses were found in practice, again and again, to
be low. Tyler and Boxall (1984) reviewing ten storage loss studies reported
that ‘the results from nine of the ten farm-loss studies showed that losses
appear to be fairly well contained about or below the 5 per cent level over
the storage season’.

The wrong belief appears to have had several sources. One was losses of
high-yielding varieties in the Green Revolution which led to large marketed
surpluses for which storage was a problem, and which were more vulnerable
to pest attack. Another source was on-station research conducted by de
Padua (1976) at IRRI. This measured losses in harvesting, handling, thresh-
ing, drying, storage and milling. The aim was to see how losses varied with
time of harvesting. The results gave ranges of loss. Summing the lows gave 10
per cent; summing the highs gave 37 per cent. A technical critique (Greeley
1986, 1987) shows these figures were themselves high (correct multiplying
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gives 32 per cent, not 37, etc). Though derived from an on-station experi-
ment to determine ranges of losses under different, including suboptimal
conditions, the figures were subsequently quoted by others as applying to the
farm level, and as late as 1985 as evidence of up to 37 per cent losses at the
farm-level in South-east Asia (ASEAN 1985).

The belief in high losses proved resiliently sustainable. Commercial in-
terests had no cause to underestimate losses, since silos and other storage
technology lent themselves to profits from capital-aid programmes: in
Bourne’s laconic words (1977: 15): ‘figures that have been obtained by
careful measurement are manipulated for various reasons’. Rural develop-
ment tourists were vulnerable to the way in which ‘farmers, usually village
leaders, will often oblige the visiting post-harvest ‘experts’ by displaying
the severity of their post-harvest problems (perhaps the few remaining
insect-damaged, rodent-chewed cobs from a harvest long since past)’
(Greeley 1986). Thirty per cent and 40 per cent were easy figures to re-
member and repeat for those who write general development briefs, com-
pose speeches for ministers, and personally pontificate at conferences.
Moreover, high farm-level losses were attractive because they blamed the
farmer and invited a modern technological fix. There were many reasons
for wanting to believe in high losses.

The learning is that vested interests and professional predispositions can
sustain an entrenched belief long after it has been repeatedly exposed as false.

Animal-drawn wheeled toolcarriers

The source for this section is Paul Starkey’s scholarly and sobering study
Animal-Drawn Wheeled Toolcarriers: Perfected yet Rejected (1988).

Wheeled toolcarriers are multipurpose implements that can be used for
ploughing, seeding, weeding and transport. In the three decades to 1987
about 10 000 wheeled toolcarriers of over 45 designs were made, mainly in
and for Africa and Asia. The toolcarriers were designed by agricultural
engineers, developed and tested in workshops and on research stations,
and then passed on to farmers for trials and to manufacturers for produc-
tion. The International Crops Research Institute for the Semiarid Tropics
(ICRISAT) developed toolcarriers which received much publicity. Up to
1200 were distributed to farmers through credit and subsidies of up to 80
per cent. Worldwide, more than one hundred senior person-years, and
several hundred person-years of less senior staff, were devoted to the
development of these toolbars, and the cost at 1987 prices was estimated to
be over US$40 million (ibid: 142).

Wheeled toolcarriers were rejected by farmers. The reasons were high
cost, heavy weight, lack of manoeuvrability, inconvenience, complication
of adjustment, difficulty in changing between modes, and higher risk and
less flexibility than with a range of single-purpose implements. Their design
was a compromise between the many different requirements. Farmers did
better, by their criteria, with single-purpose implements. Of the 10 000 or
so toolcarriers made, Starkey found that the number ever used by farmers
as multipurpose implements for several years was negligible (ibid: 9).
Wheeled toolcarriers were, in sum, a resounding failure.
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Farmer rejection was apparent from the early 1960s. At a conference at
ICRISAT in 1979, an economic analysis (Binswanger et al., 1979) cautiously
supported further development, but on a field visit during that conference
farmers who had been trying out the ICRISAT toolcarrier embarrassingly
rejected it, on three grounds: the strong bullocks needed to draw it, its cost,
and the large area required for it to be economical. Nevertheless, work on
the toolcarrier continued. After his careful comparative research, Starkey
concluded that ‘No wheeled toolcarrier has yet been proven by sustained
farmer adoption in any developing country’. Yet as late as 1987 ‘Research,
development and promotional activities (were) continuing in at least twenty
countries in Africa, Asia and Latin America’ (ibid. 131).

Much technically expert work was done; but, to borrow the title of
Starkey’s book, the wheeled toolcarriers were ‘perfected yet rejected’.
There was a collective myth. When Starkey corresponded with those who
were developing and testing these implements, a common reply was that
they were facing difficulties, but that they knew toolcarriers had been
successful elsewhere.

The learning is that we have a puzzle: to understand how so many able
agricultural engineers, scientists and researchers, and so many donor agencies,
were able to persist in the face of negative evidence, how they could have gone
on being, for so long, so wrong. It seems that personal, professional and
institutional commitment to a failure can be sustained in many ways.

Woodfuel forecasts

Mistakes in forecasting are normal, but the errors in forecasting the wood-
fuel crisis in African and some other countries crossed the boundary into
pathology. The forecasts were documented and critiqued by Gerald Leach
and Robin Mearns in Beyond the Woodfuel Crisis: People, Land and Trees
in Africa (1988) (see also Dewees, 1989b and Mearns, 1995).

The woodfuel crisis was ‘discovered’ in the mid-1970s after the oil price
rises of 1973 and 1974. Evidence had been accumulating of deforestation and
of increasing shortages of fuelwood. The problem was analysed according to
‘woodfuel gap theory’. This estimated current and projected consumption of
woodfuels set against current stocks and a projected growth of trees. In the
first half of the 1980s, this type of demand and supply analysis for woodfuels
was conducted in the sixty-odd UNDP/World Bank energy-sector assess-
ments for African and other countries in the South (ibid: 6). Typically,
consumption was found greatly to exceed the annual growth of trees. This
led to predictions that the last tree in Tanzania would disappear in 1990 and
in Sudan in 2005. Leach and Mearns’ observation in 1988 (ibid: 7) that ‘There
are still many trees in Tanzania’ remains true in the mid-1990s.

The gap calculations were multifariously flawed in terms of both supply
and consumption:

Supply
O total tree stocks were usually grossly underestimated by forest depart-

ments since they knew little about trees outside forests, for example on
farm, fallow and village common lands;
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O natural regeneration was usually omitted, although ‘tree regrowth can
soften dramatically the dire predictions of gap forecasts’ (ibid: 8);

O surpluses were not accounted for arising from land-clearing, often the
largest source of woodfuel;

O farmers plant and protect trees to provide for their needs and also to
meet market opportunities;

© much tree-based fuel is, in practice, dead branches, twigs and leaves, and
does not entail depletion of living stock.

Consumption

O woodfuel consumption figures were unreliable and conclusions were
sensitive to small differences in assumptions;

O consumption was assumed to rise in proportion to population, but
people have many coping strategies for substitutions and economizing
in face of scarcity. Substitutions occur, and change over time, between
tree-based fuel of different sorts, dung, crop residues and fuels such as
kerosene. For example, Patrick Darling (1993: 2) has reported for Ethi-
opia that: ‘Western economists . . . calculated tree requirements, as-
suming that Highland people had similar per caput fuel consumption
levels as those elsewhere in Africa. Had they consulted local people,
they would have found that fermentation and rapid cooking of f’ef
enjera pancakes has reduced per caput fuel consumption by a factor of
up to ten’;

O woodfuel and other fuel-consumption patterns are highly variable locally
and seasonally, making averages of aggregates misleading, and defying
generalization (Mearns, 1995). For example, in a survey of 38 villages in
Ethiopia (CESEN, 1986 cited by Mearns), energy consumption was
found to vary between 4 and 38 gigajoules per person.

Few would deny that rural energy is often a problem or that it bears heavily
on women. That the problem was grossly misperceived and exaggerated by
planners also seems beyond dispute. Some of the prescriptions that flowed
from these analyses were for urgent top-down large-scale afforestation in
Africa. The need now perceived is for actions which are small-scale and
local.

The learning is that central planners, cut off from local conditions, con-
fined with their computers, uncritical of bad data and ignorant of how
people live, are prone to construct for themselves and their colleagues
costly worlds of fantasy, prophesying doom and prescribing massive pro-
grammes which are neither needed nor feasible.

People and the environment

The view is widespread that poor people are bad for the environment and
more poor people are worse. The following quotes illustrate:

The interaction of poverty and environmental destruction sets off a
downward spiral of ecological deterioration that threatens the physical
security, economic well-being and health of many of the world’s poorest
people (Leonard, 1989: 6).
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The human factors responsible for this degradation are becoming in-
creasingly apparent. High rates of population growth destroy the land
and our future capacity to respond to the world’s needs (CGIAR, 1993).

Others have seen a process in which a critical human mass is exceeded
globally, leading to a ‘gigantic, and widely synchronized population crash’
(Pennycuick, 1992: 104 cited in Darling, 1993: 13).

The implicit simple feedback loop is:
-

Environment
degrsdes

Population
increases

Poverty
deepens

Figure 2.1: The population—poverty—environment stereotype

An authoritative statement of this view, carefully written and qualified, is
UNICEF’s 1994 The State of the World’s Children. This posits a
Population-Poverty-Environment (PPE) spiral which has multiple negative
causation. Part of this is a negative link between population and the en-
vironment. More people causes environmental degradation which in turn
causes more poverty and so a larger population.

This is sometimes true. Moreover, UNICEF’s policy prescriptions are
generally sound, as far as they go. The problem is that these negative
relationships are stated as universals, implying that more people always
and necessarily means more environmental degradation. There is much
evidence of professional error in this belief, and much local contrary evid-
ence (see e.g. Binns, 1995). Let us examine some examples.

Planting and protecting trees

Trees are planted and protected by small farmers in many parts of the
world. Preconditions are secure rights to land and trees, and a need for tree
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products or opportunities for their sale. But in countries and conditions as
diverse as those of Kakamega, Kisii, Murang’a and Machakos in Kenya, of
the hills of Nepal, and of Haiti, farmers have confounded the prophets of
doom by planting and protecting trees to increase their density.

Research conducted by the Kenya Woodfuel Development Programme
(Bradley et al., 1985; Bradley, 1991) in the 1980s in three densely populated
districts — Kakamega, Kisii and Murang’a — used a careful combination of
methods, including aerial surveys, questionnaire surveys, and less formal
RRA-type investigations. Especially but not only in Kakamega District, it
found denser population associated with more, not fewer, trees. The denser
the population and the smaller the farms, so the denser were the trees per
unit area: ‘As farm sizes become smaller with increasing population dens-
ity, the proportion of the farm devoted to tree management increases’
(ibid: 134-5). Further, not only did the gross quantity of woody biomass
increase, but a greater proportion of it was deliberately cultivated. There
was reason to expect the same higher woody biomass with denser popu-
lation in most of the high-potential lands of the Kenya highlands (Bradley,
1991: 280) as was found also in the more marginal agroecological condi-
tions of Machakos District (Mortimore, 1991; Tiffen et al., 1993: 213-25). A
national-scale aerial sample survey of high potential land in Kenya, com-
paring photographs taken in 1986 and 1991, combined with fieldwork,
showed an annual increase of 4.7 per cent in planted woody biomass,
leading to the conclusion that:

Instead of increasing fuelwood deficit and land degradation following
rapid population growth, Kenyan farmers seem to apply wise and
sustainable-management practices, including tree growing.

(Holmgren et al., 1994: 390)

In Nepal, as supplies of non-timber forest products (NTFPs), especially
fodder and fuelwood, diminished from forests and from common property
resources, farmers have planted and protected trees on their own land to
provide substitutes; and with changes in tenure and community-forest man-
agement, forest degradation has been observed to be reversed (Gilmour
1988; Carter and Gilmour 1989; Gilmour 1989; Fox 1993; Shrestha 1996).
Gerard Gill has slides of two aerial photographs of the same land in Nepal,
taken ten years apart. One has many trees, the other few. He asks audi-
ences which is the later photograph. They guess the one with fewer trees;
but it is the one with more.

More people, less erosion: Machakos District, Kenya

The universality of core professional beliefs about people and the environ-
ment has been challenged by research in Kenya, conducted in the later
1980s by the Overseas Development Institute, London and the University
of Nairobi (Gichuki, 1991; Mortimore, 1991; Tiffen, 1992; Tiffen and Mor-
timore, 1992; Tiffen, 1993; Tiffen et al., 1993). This investigated changes
over a 60-year period, 1930-90 in Machakos District. During this period the
population of the district rose almost six-fold (from 240000 in 1932 to
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1393 000 in 1989). During the first three decades, there was acute official
alarm at soil erosion. Describing the condition of the district in 1937, Colin
Maher (1937: 3 quoted in Thomas, 1991) wrote:

The Machakos Reserve is an appalling example of a large area of land
which has been subjected to uncoordinated and practically uncontrolled
development by natives whose multiplication and the increase of whose
stock has been permitted, free from the checks of war and largely from
those of disease, under benevolent British rule. Every phase of misuse of
land is vividly and poignantly displayed in this Reserve, the inhabitants
of which are rapidly drifting to a state of hopeless and miserable poverty
and their land to a parching desert of rocks, stones and sand.

By 1990, erosion was sharply reduced; the density of trees had increased;
almost all cultivation was on terraced land; labour-intensive composting and
stall-feeding of cattle were common; and agricultural output (in maize
equivalents) had risen more than threefold per capita and more than five-
fold per square kilometre. The explanations identified by the researchers
include infrastructural investment, capital inflows from earnings outside, the
proximity of the Nairobi market, and marketed crops (coffee, horticulture
etc). Perhaps most, though, they stress a rapidly rising population and labour
force. Indeed, the principal researchers entitled their book More People,
Less Erosion: Environmental Recovery in Kenya (Tiffen et al., 1993).

People and forests in Guinea

In Guinea, too, conventional wisdom about bad effects of people on the
environment has been turned on its head. Meticulous research conducted
by James Fairhead and Melissa Leach with their co-researchers Marie
Kamano and Dominique Millimouno (Fairhead et al., 1992a and b; Leach
and Fairhead, 1992, 1994; Leach et al. 1994; Fairhead and Leach, 1995) in
the Kissidougou Prefecture has led to one of the most dramatic reversals of
professional wisdom in the history of rural development.

The Kissidougou Prefecture consists largely of savannah grassland with
islands of forest. The researchers reported in 1992 that:

Ecologists, botanists, agronomists and social scientists, whether expatri-
ate or Guinean, all share the view that Kissidougou Prefecture is under-
going rapid and potentially disastrous environmental change. Their
various works are mutually reinforcing in this conviction. The region is
believed to be undergoing a transition from forest to savanna, with the
relics of its once-extensive humid forest cover now found only as small
islands around villages, in small reserves, and in inaccessible places.

These forest islands have been believed by botanists, foresters, ecolo-
gists, development planners and policy-makers to be relics of a recently
much more extensive humid forest cover. This degradation is considered
anthropogenic, and to be aggravated by economic and social modernity
and by increasing population pressure. (Fairhead et al., 1992a: 1)
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The researchers’ in-depth research methods included archival research,
analysis of aerial photographs, oral histories, and extended participant ob-
servation. Their findings flatly contradict the professional view. When they
examined archival evidence

We ourselves were shocked to find that there has been virtually no
significant change in the distribution and extent of the vegetation types
in Kissidougou Prefecture during this century. We were equally shocked
to have these conclusions from the archives validated by oral histories.
(ibid: 33)

They conclude that the woody vegetation cover of savannahs has been in-
creasing during the period when policymakers have believed the opposite;
that the island forests, far from being remnants, have been created by people
around their settlements; and that people have sophisticated and labour-
saving ways to protect forests from fire by grazing cattle and cultivating near
forest fringes, and by pre-emptive burning of grass when it is short and damp
with dew and the fire is less hot; and that fires are used to help establish
forests. During periods when this controlled early burning has been banned,
fires have come later in the season, and with the higher grass and drier
conditions have been hotter and worse and have done more damage. The
presence of people, and their use of controlled burning, has, then, preserved,
not destroyed, the forest, which was threatened not by local people but by
fire control policy, at least in the North. When, as part of government pol-
icies, people moved to larger settlements near roads, protection of old forests
became less effective, but new forest islands have been formed around the
new sites. It was not population pressure that limited the forest area, but lack
or absence of people; and it was not the people’s management practices that
were the problem, but those of government.

In their parallel study of the history of the Ziama Reserve, Fairhead and
Leach (1994) found another misperception of history. What is now re-
garded by professionals as pristine forest, a relic of the diverse and species-
rich original forest, actually supported a dense human population in the
nineteenth century, as recorded in detail by colonial travellers; and they
cite other evidence that most of West Africa’s high forests contain old
abandoned village sites (ibid: 481-4). Human and ecological history, when
carefully and sensitively investigated, was found to be more complicated,
dynamic, changing and locally specific than scientists and administrators
had ever supposed, and to contradict many of their beliefs.

The authors stress that they are not saying there is no deforestation, nor
that all forest patches are created by people, and they caution against
dangers of overgeneralizing. Nevertheless, evidence is amassing that the
Guinea perspective is relevant across the forest-savannah transition zone
of West Africa, with local variations (Fairhead and Leach, forthcoming).
They find widespread evidence across the zone of forest advance into
savannah over the last few centuries, assisted by both people and climate.
Their re-evaluation suggests that recent forest loss in West Africa has been
massively exaggerated and during the present century may be only about
15 per cent of the usual estimates.
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Nepal

The main source for this section is research by Gerard Gill (1992, 1993a
and b, 1995) and Devika Tamang (1992, 1993).

The received wisdom about Nepal has been that increasing population
has led to the cultivation of more land, the degradation of forest, and
declining woody biomass. A 1991 report bearing the authority of the
National Agricultural Research Council and of the Asian Development
Bank put it thus:

Continued population pressure on land resources in the hills and moun-
tains has resulted in expansion of farming onto marginal cultivable land,
with ensuing environmental degradation - soil erosion, losses of soil
fertility, a deterioration of forests and forest covers. (NARC-ADB 1991:
15).

This view was supported by official statistics for cultivated area which indi-
cated a steady annual increase. But as Gill has shown, this trend has an origin
both curious and spurious. The figures derive from two sources for cultivated
land: the decennial National Agricultural Census, which has lower figures,
and the ongoing Cadastral Survey which gives higher figures. The Cadastral
Survey raises the figure for cultivated area on average by a factor of 3.7. Each
year it covers one or two more hill districts and their totals are added to the
national figure. The source of the upward trend in cultivated area has, then,
been these annual additions to the total. The trend was not field reality but
professional artefact, based on method and ignorance.

A different field reality is reported by Tamang (1992, 1993) and Carson
(1992, cited in Gill, 1993a), both of whom travelled extensively in the hill
areas, in Tamang’s case conducting a 400km transect through the hills.
Their more credible reality is that cultivated land in the hills is declining.
This is a consequence of loss of organic matter, soil acidification, build-up
of aluminium toxicity, and outmigration. Shortage of labour through
seasonal or permanent outmigration means less organic matter collected
from forests, less maintenance of terraces, and abandonment of land which
is marginal because distant from the homestead, difficult to work or infer-
tile, while cultivation concentrates more intensively on smaller areas. Ter-
races break and erode for lack of maintenance. There are many causal
linkages and there have been historical sequences. Perhaps population
pressure has historically led to an expansion of cultivated land in the hills.
Currently, it seems, the process is in reverse. Erosion and degradation are
linked with lack of labour. Hedged with qualifications about likely local
variations and about oversimple statements, one dimension of the problem
can, then, be hypothesized as not too many people but too few.

The lessons from the planting and protecting of trees, and the upending
of conventional wisdom about people and the environment in parts of
Kenya, West Africa and Nepal, are sobering. Environmentally, each zone
deserves separate understanding in its own right, informed by local know-
ledge and historical evidence. A more general conclusion, when such
widely-held beliefs prove wrong, is that all embedded beliefs deserve
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repeated sceptical scrutiny, including those which have just been
established as the latest conventional wisdom. With processes as complex
and dynamic as the interactions of people and environments, there may be
some underlying principles with some stability, but current realities are
diverse. The easiest error is to overgeneralize from particular cases and
assume uniformity.

The puzzle: why were we wrong?

Nor are these isolated examples of error. I have chosen them for their
diversity, and variously for their scale of impact, the tenacity with which
they have been upheld, their topical relevance and the credibility with
which they have been qualified or overturned. Other examples might have
been human-made desertification (Darling, 1993; Swift, 1996), the theory
of Himalayan environmental degradation (Ives, 1987), soil erosion in
Africa (Stocking, 1996), pastoralism (Scoones, 1995c, d and f), the Integ-
rated Rural Development Programme in India (Dreze, 1990), or others,
e.g., in Leach and Mearns (eds) book, The Lie of the Land (1996). Patrick
Darling has concluded from his review of Western myths on the
population-environment interface in Africa, that

where they have been challenged by indigenous technical expertise and
tested seriously by time-series studies, the main thrusts of their past
analyses are proving to be incorrect in every major vegetation zone in
Africa.

Errors and myths have persisted through decades, reinforced and reas-
serted by intelligent, highly educated people across the range of disciplines
and professional occupations.

Learning and change have been slow and often resisted. Some changes
and modifications, as with errors in macro-policy and projects, were pro-
voked by feedback and failures, learning from experiences, and effects in
the field. Some were so deeply entrenched that it required long-term, me-
ticulous and versatile research and lobbying to modify or overturn them.
The processes differed. Sometimes the research was largely through the
insightful analysis of secondary data, as with Amartya Sen’s entitlement
theory of famine, and Gerald Leach’s and Robin Mearns’ demystifying of
the woodfuel crisis; sometimes through personal social-anthropological
field research, as with Alexander de Waal’s identification of disease, not
hunger, as the main killer in most famines; sometimes through extended
multi-disciplinary research with scrupulous measurement, as with Martin
Greeley’s and others’ findings of low post-harvest losses; sometimes
through research and correspondence, as with Starkey’s discovery that
multi-purpose wheeled toolcarriers were everywhere rejected by farmers;
sometimes through combinations of multi-disciplinary historical, archival,
ecological and social-anthropological field research, as by Mary Tiffen,
Michael Mortimore and F.N. Gichuki for Machakos in Kenya and by
Melissa Leach, James Fairhead and their colleagues for the forest—
savannah zone in Guinea. The researchers used different combinations and
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sequences of methods. All were methodological pluralists. All invested
much time and effort in their research and analysis. And all their insights
met opposition from the development establishment.

In most of these domains, new understandings are now quite widely
accepted. The puzzle is how and why errors were so deeply entrenched in
the first place in the beliefs, thinking, values and actions of development
professionals. These included managers, scientists, planners, academics and
consultants, of many disciplines, and working in many organizations, such
as aid agencies, national bureaucracies, research and training institutes,
universities and colleges, and private firms. How could they all have been
so wrong, and wrong for so long? How were these errors possible, and why
were they so sustained?

How could it have been supposed that complex large-scale IRDPs could
be implemented rapidly and would work well? That the priority for hungry
children was proteins more than calories? That post-harvest grain losses at
the village level were 5 to 10 times higher than they were? That multi-
purpose wheeled toolbars were a good idea accepted by farmers? That
fuelwood would run out and trees would disappear? That Machakos Dis-
trict in the 1930s had exceeded its human carrying capacity? That people in
Guinea turned forest into savannah? That cultivated area in the hills of
Nepal was expanding and it was the expansion that was causing erosion?

Different observers would give different answers. There are multiple
shifting realities. We choose answers which fit our constructs and pre-
dispositions. I am no different from others in having a personally idio-
syncratic view and wanting to believe some things more than others. The
mix of explanations can be expected to vary.

A first answer lies in the political economy of received narrative, in who
gains materially from what is believed. When myth supports policies, pro-
jects and programmes, many stand to gain. These are both individuals and
organizations: bureaucrats, politicians, contractors, consultants, scientists,
researchers and those who fund research; and their organizations -
national and international bureaucracies, political systems, companies,
firms of consultants, research institutes and research-funding agencies. Any
one, or several, or all of these, can benefit from the acceptance of wrong
ideas, projects or policies.

Conditions vary. Where commercial and political interests dominate in
large projects, myths may scarcely be needed: the Pergau Dam in Malaysia,
financed illegally by the British government to assist the sale of arms, may
be an example. Where commercial and political interests are weaker or
combine less, myth and bureaucratic interests can play a bigger part. The
IRDPs were sustained by donor and host-country bureaucracies, which
gained variously by disbursing and receiving large loans. The beliefs that
protein was the priority for starving children, and that post-harvest village-
level grain losses were high, were good for those who made and sold milk
powder and silos respectively. Those who invented multi-purpose wheeled
toolcarriers had personal interests in renewals of project funding. With
natural resources, those who seize land and exploit forests can divert atten-
tion from their rapacity by blaming the poor for erosion and deforestation.
And to add an example, the myth of desertification in the Sahel, as

30

School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London 154.59.125.209 10.3362/9781780440453 2025-09-01 09:00:22



carefully documented and analysed by Jeremy Swift (1996), was sustained
through a convergence of the interests of three main constituencies:
national governments in Africa; international-aid bureaucracies, especially
United Nations agencies and some major bilateral donors; and some
groups of scientists.1

Nothing in this book should detract from the significance of vested inter-
ests and the distortions and distractions to which they give rise.

The puzzle and the challenge

But as an explanation, the ‘who gains and who loses?” approach of political
economy takes us only part way in understanding the genesis and longevity
of myth; it is relatively weak with some myths, such as the forecasts of
fuelwood shortages or locally erroneous beliefs that overpopulation was
degrading the environment. To complement vested interests, three other
explanations stand out: professionalism; distance; and power.

Professionalism is concerned with our knowledge, and how we learn,
analyse and prescribe. In all these examples, the erroneous beliefs were
embedded in the concepts, values, methods and behaviour normally
dominant in disciplines and professions. Those who were wrong had had
long education and training, whether as macro-economists, engineers,
agronomists, ecologists, foresters, administrators or social scientists. Most
were highly numerate. Most were specialists. All were linked in with other
professional colleagues around the world. Through letters, the telephone,
workshops, conferences, professional journals and papers, they were in
touch with their professional peers and with current dominant values and
beliefs. Their learning was, then, more likely to come laterally or from
above than from below, and to follow current ideologies and fashions. This
leads us, in Chapter 3, to the analysis of professional realities.

Distance blocks, blurs and distorts vision, and distance is institu-
tionalized. Most of those who were wrong were physically, organiza-
tionally, socially and cognitively distant from the people and conditions
they were analysing, planning and prescribing for, and making predictions
about. Physically, they were centrally placed, in headquarters, in offices, in
laboratories and on research stations, far from and isolated from local,
complex, diverse, dynamic and unpredictable rural realities. Organiza-
tionally, they were trapped by norms of behaviour, by routines and by
resources (or their lack), which kept them in central places and rewarded
them for working there. Socially, they were different and apart from rural
people. Their contact, if any, was confined to short special occasions, as
development tourists. Cognitively, they were distant, having different cat-
egories, criteria, values and life experiences.

Being distant, they relied on secondary data. They calculated with the
figures that were to hand, and treated numbers as reality. Fuelwood projec-
tions were made far from the sources of fuelwood or the users. Analysis,
planning and action were top-down and centre-outwards. In the IRDPs it
was assumed that technological packages were available. Centrally-
determined packages could be transferred to and imposed on local condi-
tions. This leads us to explore, in Chapter 4, the transfer of reality.
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Power hinders learning. Those who were wrong were powerful. They
were senior, almost all men, mostly white, and influential, whether through
age, professional authority, control of funds, or position in a hierarchy.
Their very power conditioned their perceptions and prevented them from
learning. This leads us to examine, in Chapter 5, how power deceives.

Professionalism, distance and power can combine with vested interests
to offer spirited resistance to new insights. Old professionals deny new
understandings and realities. At the same time, the acceleration of change,
the concentration of power and the diversity of people and conditions now
make error both easier and more dangerous. It is easier because through
new communications, professionals in central places have more instant
power, and still little direct contact with the realities their actions affect. It
is more dangerous because those who may be affected are more numerous
and likely to be affected more quickly. So being right matters now more
than ever.

The question remains how correct, in their turn, new insights are. One
conclusion has to be self-doubt. We have to ask how and why we construct
our realities, how and why we learn and mislearn. ‘Self-critical
epistemological awareness’ is an ungainly phrase but its acronym is ap-
posite — SEA. For when faced with the complexity, diversity and dynamism
of human and local conditions, there is no normal bedrock on which to
anchor, and few fixed points. Rather, we need a repertoire of skills for
staying afloat, steering, finding our way and avoiding shipwreck on a tur-
bulent and transient flux. So much we thought we knew we did not know,
or were wrong about; and very likely much we now think we know we still
do not know, or have got wrong; and what we need to know is constantly
changing. I have found myself repeatedly revising the section in this chap-
ter about Nepal, and am still in doubt about it; the reader will note the
words ‘it seems’ near the end. The realities of life and conditions are
elusive: they are local, complex, diverse, dynamic and unpredictable (or
lcddu for short). Central professionals are pervasively ignorant, out-of-
touch and out-of-date, about lcddu realities.

It is not ‘them’, those who are peripheral, poor, weak and vulnerable,
who are responsible for these problems of knowing, acting and error. For it
is not they who have been wrong, but us. The first step, then, is humbling. It
is to recognize our ignorance and error. Gradually, and none too soon,
development professionals are coming to see that the problem is more ‘us’
than ‘them’. It is with ourselves that we have to start.
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3
Professional Realities

Thomas Gradgrind, sir, A man of realities. A man of facts and calcula-
tions, a man who proceeds upon the principle that two and two are
four, and nothing over, and who is not to be talked into allowing for
anything over . . . With a rule and a pair of scales, and the multiplica-
tion table always in his pocket, sir, ready to weigh and measure any
parcel of human nature, and tell you exactly what it comes to. It is a
mere question of figures, a case of simple arithmetic.

Charles Dickens, Hard Times, Chapter 2

Normal professionalism — the ideas, values, methods and behaviour accepted
and dominant in professions or disciplines — is a means to status, power and
wealth. Commonly, its elements derive from, and fit, things more than people.
Universals are valued, based on measurement in controlled conditions. Special-
izations and reductionism separate parts from wholes. Complex realities are
simplified and ordered in single scales such as poverty lines, and measures of
production and employment. In the social sciences and policy, economics domi-
nates, and gives primacy to mathematical analysis; what has been measured and
counted becomes the reality. All this makes it hard for normal professionals to
understand and serve the local, complex, diverse, dynamic and unpredictable
realities of the conditions, farming systems and livelihood strategies of poor
people. Normal professionalism creates and sustains its own reality.

The purpose of this chapter is to examine us, development professionals,
as a type, group or class. Professionals, like others, seek to order and make
sense of their experience. Like others, they construct realities, their inter-
pretations and ways of construing the world. To understand their realities,
a starting point is to ask what ideas, values, methods and behaviour are
accepted, dominant and rewarded in a profession or discipline, or in profes-
sions and disciplines as a whole. These can be described as normal
professionalism.!

Normal professionals, like other people, can be expected to have com-
mon preferences which are physical, financial, and social and psychological.
Physically, these include comfort, security, cleanliness, and access to good
services and facilities; financially — money, and more rather than less; so-
cially and psychologically - status and esteem, being accepted, valued and
respected.

Three characteristics commonly distinguish professionals from other
people: (i) extended education and training when young, delaying respons-
ibility and exposure to the real world; (ii) later, livelihoods gained in organ-
izations with fellow professionals with shared values; and (iii) throughout
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their lives, ambition to do well, not just with good grades in school and
college, but also through rising in status within discipline, profession and
organization. As values and status are closely linked, we can start by asking
what values are reflected in the relative status of different professions.

Normal professional status

For purposes of analysis, status can be taken as a central thread around
which values cluster. Relative status as between the practising professions
and sub-professions in health and agriculture, and then between some aca-
demic disciplines, is presented in Table 3.1. This shows contrasts between the
practising and academic professions. They differ in the value they place on
practice and theory. The practising professions are concerned more with
action; the academic more with understanding. It is, then, not surprising that
highest status in medicine and agriculture goes to those able to produce the
most dramatic physical effects — saving human lives through surgery, and
engineering new organisms through biotechnology; and that highest status in
the academic professions goes to those able to make the most dramatic
breakthroughs in understanding and theory, as in physics (especially astro-
physics and small-particle physics), and in the computer sciences.

The practical and academic professions differ also in what they some-
times see as mildly pathological in each other. Some academics regard the
practical professions as philistine, too close to their practical work to be
able to take a wider view. Some practitioners, for their part, see academic
disciplines as abstruse, too theoretical and too far from practical realities.
This is not least because of the high status enjoyed by theory in academic
discourse. ‘A bit weak on theory’ is dismissive, ‘with significant theoretical

Table 3.1: Relative status in medicine, agriculture and some academic disci-
plines (each column to be read separately: there is no horizontal comparison)

Medicine Agriculture Academic disciplines

HIGH STATUS
Micro and organ- Biotechnologists/genetic ~ Small-particle physics
transplant surgeons engineers
Surgeons/consultants HYV Seed breeders Computer sciences
General practitioners On-station researchers Economics
Hospital nurses Off-station researchers
Community health with farmer researchers iﬁg?;o%)((/)somal
workers Agricultural extensionists pology
Traditional healers Farmer experimenters Social work
Sick men Male farmers Students
Sick women Female farmers

LOW STATUS
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Table 3.2: Contrasting correlates of higher and lower professional status

Characteristic High status Low status
Education, training and Prolonged Brief
induction
Competence Specialist Generalist
Gender More men More women
Influence Powerful Weak
Income, wealth Higher Lower
Location Central, urban Peripheral, rural
Concerned more with Things People
Working environments Controlled Uncontrolled
Standardized Diverse
Simplified Complex
Approaches, methods Measurement Judgement
and values Reductionism Holism
Precision Fitness

Note: These are general tendencies not absolutes.

implications’ an accolade. Those with the highest academic reputations for
theory are also sometimes difficult to understand. Academic status can
vary inversely with intelligibility and perhaps utility: Levi-Strauss in social
anthropology, Talcott Parsons in sociology, and miscellaneous post-
modernists, combine high status, obscure language and opaque syntax. The
line between academic brilliance and thought disorder is not always sharp.
Being hard to fathom can be profound; it can also be bottomless.

Apart from this practice-theory contrast, it is striking how much the
practising professions and the academic disciplines share characteristics
which vary in a polar fashion between high and low status. Some of these
are indicated in Table 3.2.

Of these, five are widely evident and recognized:

O education, training and induction. Those with high status have prolonged
education, training and induction; for those with low status, these are brief.

O competence. Those with high status are specialists, with claims to univer-
sal competence in narrow areas; those with low status are generalists,
with claims to local and specific competence across a broader range.

O gender. The high-status professionals are mainly men, while those of
lower status are mainly women, or have a higher proportion of women.

O influence and wealth. These are concentrated among those with high
status, through patriarchy, professional authority, high salaries, clients
among the rich, commercial consultancies, and the like. Their services
are in demand in different places. In contrast, weakness and poverty are
found more among those with low status, whose salaries are less and the
demand for whose services is more local.
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O location. Those with higher status tend to be located in central urban
places and to work more there, while those with lower status include a
higher proportion who are rural, or part of whose work is rural or in
peripheral urban areas.

Less obvious, less analysed, but at least as important, are other linked
dimensions which correlate with high and low status: things and people,
and control and lack of control; measurement and judgement; and reduc-
tionism and holism.

Things and people

The highest-status disciplines and professions are concerned either with things
or with people as though they were things. Physicists are pre-eminently con-
cerned with the physical world. Biotechnologists are concerned with genetic
engineering, with treating living matter as composed of molecules and genes,
reduced almost to the level of things. Surgeons need anaesthetists to reduce
people to ‘things’ so that they can operate. Transplant surgeons go further in
treating the human body like a machine with interchangeable spare parts,
analogous to the ‘cannibalizing’ of a motor vehicle.

In contrast, the lowest-status disciplines and professions are concerned
with people as people. Social workers, nurses, traditional medical practi-
tioners, and agricultural extensionists are confronted by and have to cope
with, variously, individuals, families, communities, and farming and liveli-
hood systems.

The working environments of higher-status disciplines and professions
are standardized, controlled and predictable. Laboratories for physics and
biotechnology, greenhouses for plantbreeding, operating theatres for sur-
gery, are indoors and usually sealed off, providing environments which are
clean, sterile and dust-free, with controlled temperature and humidity and
specially protected from human contamination: scientists wear white coats
or protective clothing; surgeons wear face masks. Agricultural research
stations, too, are often simplified, standardized and protected from risk,
with flat fields and irrigation.

In contrast, the lower-status disciplines and professions work in environ-
ments which are diverse, dynamic and uncontrollable. Social workers,
community-health workers and agricultural extensionists face the open and
often dusty, dirty and polluted conditions of villages, slums, and poor
dwellings, dealing with unpredictable families, sick people, communities,
conflict, and risk-prone rainfed farming at the mercy of the seasons.

The higher-status disciplines and professions are specialized and reduc-
tionist, and rely on precise measurement and mathematics. The longer the
training, the more specialized they are. As the cliché has it, they know
more and more about less and less. They deal, too, with parts more than
wholes. In their controlled conditions they simplify, and manipulate only
one or a few variables. The transplant surgeon changes only a kidney or
heart; the genetic engineer intervenes only with one gene or set of genes;
the physicist focuses sharply on one or only a few sets of conditions. In
contrast, the low-status disciplines and professions have to be generalists
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and holistic. Their training is shorter, but they have to deal with conditions
which are irreducibly complex, diverse and unpredictable. In dealing with
people’s different and difficult problems, most of their work is qualitative,
cannot easily or usefully be measured, and demands judgement.

The academic disciplines confirm these polar dimensions of things versus
people, and of quantification versus judgement. Hard physics has high status,
with things as its subject matter. Computer sciences are much concerned
with mathematics. Economics comes next, quantifying, and dealing with
people as numbers and their behaviour as describable in laws and equations;
and the other social sciences, dealing though they do with the greater com-
plexities, diversity and uncontrollability of people, have lower status, with
social work, which tries to help people as people in society, lowest of all.

The contrasts must not be overdrawn. Of course, high-status profes-
sionals also have to exercise judgement, and social workers sometimes
make measurements. Nor do all academics accept the values which prevail
as normal and prestigious. Some reverse them. But professionally they tend
to be scattered and peripheral, usually a dispersed and marginal subculture
looked down on for their lack of logic and rigour. Meanwhile, the tradi-
tional concepts, values, methods and behaviour of their conventional col-
leagues continue to dominate. Normal rigour rules.

In the things—people contrast, the gender dimension is pervasive. Men
are socialized more to deal with things, and women are socialized more to
deal with people. The middle-class boy is given a tractor and trailer; the
middle-class girl, a nurse’s dress, with toy bandages and syringe. More
controversial is whether males have an innate bent towards things and

Table 3.3: Two paradigms — of things and people*

Point of departure and reference Things People
Mode Blueprint Process
Keyword Planning Participation
Goals Pre-set, closed Evolving, open
Decision-making Centralized Decentralized
Analytical assumptions Reductionist Systems, holistic
Methods, rules Standardized, Diverse, local
universal
Technology Fixed package Varied basket
(table d’héte) (@ la carte)
Professionals’ interactions with local  Instructing, Enabling,
people ‘motivating’ empowering
Local people seen as Beneficiaries Partners, actors
Force flow Supply-push Demand-pull
Outputs Uniform Diverse
Infrastructure Capabilities
Planning and action Top-down Bottom-up

* This table has been adapted from the work of David Korten.
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Table 3.4: Nobel prizes awarded to women

Women of which Total Women as
shared with per cent of
men total

Peace 9 3) 80 11
Literature 8 (1) 91 9
Physiology or medicine 5 (4) 158 4
Chemistry 4 (2 121 3
Physics 2 (2 146 1
Economic sciences 0 0 38 0

Source: HDR, 1995: 37, citing Siegman, 1992.

working with the physical environment, and females towards people and relat-
ing to the social environment. Empirically, men dominate the ‘things’ and
‘numbers’ professions and activities (for example, engineering, physics, chem-
istry, accountancy, economics) and the senior posts, while the proportion of
women is higher in the ‘people’ professions and activities (the so-called ‘caring’
professions — nursing, psychotherapy, social work) and in the lower posts. This
is especially marked among economists: most economists are men, and almost
all the recognized ‘great names’ of economics have been men.

Startling confirmation of these biases comes from the award of Nobel
prizes. Only 28 out of 634 individual recipients of Nobel prizes by 1992 had
been women, and these were concentrated in peace (9) and literature (8),
while physics had only 2, both shared with men, and economic sciences had
no woman at all.

There are many reasons why women are less numerous in senior posts and
in ‘things-and-numbers’ professions. These are extensively elucidated and
detailed in feminist literature. Prominent reasons include social and role
norms, and a larger and longer investment in boys’ than in girls’ education.
Perhaps most decisive has been the career chasm into which educated
women have often crashed when they start the cycle of pregnancy, birth and
childcare, leading to professional re-entry, later if at all, at a lower level than
they would otherwise have reached. This tends to be in relatively junior jobs
which deal face-to-face with clients, rather than the senior managerial jobs to
which their male contemporaries have in the meantime risen.

So those, often men, in the clean, controlled and comfortable conditions of
the centre, in their dark suits, white coats and black shoes, receive recogni-
tion and reap rich rewards for their work with things, and with people as
though they were things; and those, often women, in the dirty, chaotic and
uncomfortable conditions of the periphery, in their work-a-day clothes and
sensible shoes or sandals, are poorly paid, looked down on, and little recog-
nized or rewarded for their work with people as people. Were this paradox
not so universal and familiar, its unfairness would seem grotesque.

Measurement

Perhaps the most pervasive value of normal professionalism concerns
measurement. Many physical things are amenable to measurement. They
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are part of the practical Newtonian universe of everyday life. They can be
controlled, counted, compared, manipulated and their behaviour pre-
dicted. They are subject to the universal methods and norms of engineering
— blueprints, schedules, targets, and physical outputs to predetermined
standards. The problem is that the idiosyncratic attributes of people are, in
contrast, difficult to measure; their individual behaviour is unpredictable;
and the approaches and methods for handling them are in continuous
evolution and change.

Within and between professions, status and respectability are sought and
can be gained through quantification, mathematical techniques, and preci-
sion. Professions or disciplines which develop or adopt skilled techniques

- of measurement move upwards: in the UK, clinical psychology rose with
psychological testing and mechanistic behaviour-therapies; sociologists
have sought ‘scientific’ respectability through questionnaire surveys which
generate numbers for statistical analysis; and farming systems researchers
likewise have conducted surveys to produce figures for multivariate ana-
lyses which impress or bemuse their colleagues. Operations research was
meant to be multidisciplinary, but when Paul Spencer, as a social an-
thropologist, joined a team he found it actually dominated by mathematics
(pers. comm.). For those with mathematical skills and with work where
they make sense and can be applied, quantitative methods are empower-
ing; for those without mathematical skills, and with work where they do not
make sense and can be applied only with difficulty, quantitative methods
can be disabling, a threat, a means by which others dominate.

Not surprisingly, low-status professionals seek to promote themselves by
using quantitative methods. Some social anthropologists confess to con-
ducting surveys in order to raise the respectability of their work. Wolf
Bleek records of his fieldwork in Ghana that he was often chided by col-
leagues about the statistical weakness of his research:

Because my sample consisted of only 42 adults, its representativeness
was challenged. I was advised to include a survey of a larger sample of
the town population, selected in an orthodox way. And so, a budding
academician, I yielded to the statistical temptation.

(Bleek, 1987: 317)

Cultural anthropology, one might have supposed, would be immune from
this temptation. But in the November 1990 issue of the CAM (Cultural
Anthropology Methods) Newsletter four of the five articles were concerned
with statistical approaches. One (Otterbein, 1990), contrasting the deductive
with the inductive style of cross-cultural research, asserts that the deductive,
in which hypotheses derived from theories are tested through statistical
analysis, ‘is vastly superior’. The reader might then suppose that the contrast-
ing inductive style would entail field research, exposure to cultural dif-
ferences, and analysis based on reflection, comparison and judgement. Not
so. The inductive style employs a standard sample, precoded data and vari-
ables selected to create a matrix of correlations. Throughout, the manip-
ulation and analysis of numbers prevails. In this sort of cross-cultural
anthropology, mathematical methods manifest a near-monopoly.
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Quantification and statistics can mislead, distract, be wasteful, simply not
make sense, or conflict with common values. When Wolf Bleek saw the
survey-interview responses by women whom he knew well, he reports:
‘... I'was abashed. They had lied lavishly’ (Bleek, 1987: 319). As we saw in
Chapter 2, widely quoted figures such as those for human nutritional re-
quirements, post-harvest grain losses at the village level, woodfuel short-
ages, and the expansion of agricultural land in Nepal, can give a false
authority and exactness to misleading information, leading to wrong policy.
What is measured may also not be what matters. Real per capita GDP
(Gross Domestic Product) is still widely used as an indicator of how well a
country is doing; yet much ill-being contributes to GDP. In the accounts,
much of the bad life is counted as positive.2

Yet professionals, especially economists and consultants tight for time,
have a strong felt need for statistics. At worst, they grub around and grab
what numbers they can, feed them into their computers, and print-out not
just numbers but more and more elegant graphs, bar-charts, pie diagrams
and three-dimensional wonders of graphic myth with which to adorn their
reports and to justify their plans and proposals. Gerry Gill (1993a) has said
it all in his paper, ‘OK, The Data’s Lousy, But It’s All We’ve Got’, a quote
from an anonymous full professor of economics at a reputable US univer-
sity. As Gill points out, this is not an isolated example but representative
for a fairly wide cross-section of development experts; and ‘wrong data are
worse than no data’ (ibid: 4); wrong numbers one might add, are worst of
all because numbers pose as precisely true.

Nor can figures that are used and quoted be considered objective. There
are always problems of measurement, representativeness and meaning.
Though well known, these are rarely mentioned when results are reported
and cited. Jack Ives (1987: 194) cites ‘the 67 factor’, estimates of fuelwood
consumption in Nepal which differed by a factor of 67, that is to say, the
highest was 67 times larger than the lowest. Michael Stocking (1993b, cited
in Pretty, 1995a: 14) found that among at least 22 erosion studies in the
Mahaweli catchment in Sri Lanka, there was a variation of some 8000-fold,
from a low of 0.13t/ha per year to a high of 1026t/ha per year. The lowest
was from a tea-research institute seeking to show that their land manage-
ment was safe; the highest was from a development agency wishing to show
how serious erosion was in the Third World. In Stocking’s words: ‘The
researchers were not lying; they were merely selective’. When there is such
a range, it is easy to choose and quote those figures that suit a purpose best.

Figures so selected are then accepted, repeated, cumulatively misquoted,
and used, consciously or unconsciously, to reinforce predisposition and
prejudice. In India in the 1980s, it became a commonplace that 10 million
hectares of canal-irrigated land had become waterlogged (see e.g. Jayal,
1985), but the archeology of this figure suggested that it originated from the
totals for waterlogging (6 million ha) and salinity (4 million ha). This
involved double-counting and also inclusion of flooded land unconnected
with canal irrigation (Chambers, 1988b: 27); but the figure appealed to the
environmental lobby and the opponents of canal irrigation. So it became an
often-quoted fact. The figure of village-level post-harvest losses of grain of
30 to 40 per cent, although partly, it would seem, originating in a time-of-
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harvesting trial on a research station, was repeated and believed all over
the world. It met felt needs: it served commercial and professional inter-
ests, gave hope of big gains in food availability, and blamed the poor.

Numbers can also reassure by appearing to extend control, precision and
knowledge beyond their real limits. Needing to calculate water availability on
canal-irrigation systems, irrigation engineers adopt rules of thumb for trans-
mission losses. These are sometimes applied with a wild universality at which a
lay person can only boggle: in South Asia, some have taken a rule of thumb,
such as 25 per cent losses in transmission, and applied this to a whole canal-
irrigation system, regardless of variations in distance or seepage rates by soil
type (Chambers, 1988b: 75-6). The professional culture of precision with static
things, so essential for physical infrastructure, is thus spread to cover dynamic
and variable flows. When a figure is needed but cannot be measured, there is
an option of intelligent estimating, gauging effects of distance and local divers-
ity. But instead, distance and diversity are smothered by a single ratio. It is as
though a threshold of complexity triggers an irrational reflex to simplify and
standardize. So it is that simplistic rules of thumb are applied across the board,
without judgement of the local and diverse, to colonize the unmeasurable and
make it mathematically manageable.

Mathematics then masquerades with bogus precision. Rules of thumb
would often (but not always) be reasonable if the resulting calculations
were treated as approximate. But usually this is not what happens. Thomas
Mayer (1993: 56) has written that many economists

act like the person who, when asked about the age of the Amazon river,
replied that by now it is one million and three years old, because three
years ago he was told that it was a million years old.

Mayer continues (ibid. 56-63) with his principle of the strongest link. This
is the practice of focusing attention on the strongest link in an argument, or
the part of a causal chain most amenable to precise measurement and
analysis, and then attributing the certainty and precision of that link to the
whole argument.

For the complex, diverse, dynamic and unpredictable realities of people,
farming systems and livelihoods, comparisons and judgement are often more
potent and practical than precise measurement. In counselling people, apart
from some specialized aspects of psychological diagnosis, measurement has
little part to play. In farming-systems research, and in understanding the
livelihoods of the poor, the value of measurement is easily exaggerated.
What often matter are judgements of trends and of relative amounts, and
insights into causality. Numbers shown visually with seeds, stones or coun-
ters (see below pp. 135 and 174) can be used to make comparisons. These
can show trends in ways not accessible through words alone without tortuous
and torturing circumlocution. In the saying attributed to Lord Keynes: ‘It is
better to be approximately right than precisely wrong’. The problem, so
often, is to prevent the approximation being treated as precise. The danger is
that numbers, however bad, will downgrade and drive out judgement.

Not all normal professionalism suffers these defects. They are, though,
common. They tend towards inbreeding, almost incest, a syndrome or self-
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sustaining system, with mutual reinforcement of concepts, values, methods
and behaviours, each feeding back into the others. Combined, they narrow
and distort the view of reality which professionals construct.

These criticisms do not question the power, relevance and utility of
science, measurements and mathematics in many domains. The point is
that their proven utility and the reverence attached to them also enable
them to be misused and to mislead. In power and influence, counting
counts. Quantification brings credibility. But figures and tables can deceive,
and numbers construct their own realities. What can be measured and
manipulated statistically is then not only seen as real; it comes to be seen as
the only or the whole reality. Some professions are more vulnerable than
others. Individuals and professional schools vary. But there may be some
truth in the following:

Economists have come to feel

What can’t be measured, isn’t real.
The truth is always an amount
Count numbers, only numbers count.

Reductionism: simplifying the complex

Reductionism is reducing the complex and varied to the simple and stand-
ard. Its method is often to focus on parts instead of wholes.

In normal physical science reductionism has been immensely successful.
It goes with specialization which focuses vision and concern on one or a few
aspects of a whole. Narrowing attention to a part of a whole usually enables
precise measurement. Predictable mathematical relationships have been
established, as in Newtonian physics, where conditions can be controlled,
for example between gases and temperature and pressure. In development,
reductionist scientific method has been powerful with simple, uniform in-
terventions. An example has been establishing the effects of Vitamin A
supplements in reducing child mortality. The experimental method used a
standard intervention and a placebo, double blind, with large comparable
experimental and control populations, in different conditions and coun-
tries. Nothing that follows detracts from or undervalues the need for and
value of such methods, well used, where they fit. .

Problems arise because the simplifications, standardizations and controls
which work in such cases have been transferred to the human sciences and
to other more complex intersections of the ecological and biological
sciences with people and their needs. In diverse, dynamic and uncontrol-
lable conditions with continuous variance and multiple linkages, reduction-
ist methods can be both costly and misleading. Yet many professionals
seem driven compulsively to simplify what is complex and to standardize
what is diverse. Five examples can illustrate.

ZOPP

In project planning, logical framework analysis and its variants ZOPP
(GTZ, 1988) and GOPP have been widely adopted and required by donor

42

School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London 154.59.125.209 10.3362/9781780440453 2025-09-01 09:00:22



agencies. They employ forms of logical analysis variously of objectives,
purposes, inputs, assumptions, outputs, effects and impacts. This at first
sight appears exemplary. The analysis forces staff to think through what
they consider needed, to set targets, and to plan action. This may make
sense in engineering, with things. There are, though, defects when this
method is applied to projects and processes involving people. An overarch-
ing problem is that participatory development cannot be planned in this
way: its course is not foreseeable; it is a sea voyage, not a Swiss3 train
journey.

In two respects, also, ZOPP has been reductionist. First, classical ZOPP
forced analysts to identify a single core problem.

Each member of the planning team first writes down just one problem
which he/she deems to be the core problem . . . A brief substantiation is
then given for each proposed core problem. In the following discussion we
try to agree on what is the core problem. If agreement cannot be directly
reached then arrange the proposed core problems above and below each
other into causes and effects; try again to agree on the core problem on
the basis of the overview achieved in this way. (GTZ, 1988: 6)

If still no consensus was achieved, brainstorming, role games, or other
decision-making aids were advised, or the selecting of the best decision, for
example by awarding points. The possibility of there being several or many
problems was not allowed. Reductionism to one core problem was de
rigueur.

Second, participants in the ZOPP process have not represented a divers-
ity of interests, unless among outsiders. Typically, the most local stage of a
ZOPP process has taken place in a hotel or institute, not in a village or
slum. If villagers or slum-dwellers took part at all, they were not likely to be
the poorer people or women. Here is an account of the later stages of a
ZOPP process with a small NGO in Pakistan:

. . . they began developing a Project Planning Matrix. Based on prob-
lems identified by the participants at this workshop this matrix listed the
sectors in which [the NGO] would work over a certain period of time
and set indicative targets. When this exercise began I protested, rather
vociferously, that these decisions should not be taken in this room and
argued for a more participatory, open-ended planning process. The out-
side facilitator tried to convince me that this exercise was in fact parti-
cipatory since it involved ‘representatives’ of the local people! I pointed
out that the 8 people - all males — from 12 ‘clusters’ (each cluster
consists of about 8-12 villages which means these 8 persons were in fact
representing 49 villages!) could only represent their own view, or at best
that of a certain group. I also argued that as they were outnumbered by
the articulate [NGO)] staff and may have found it difficult to follow all
the written stuff (ZOPP makes profuse use of index cards) these so-
called reps of local people had little opportunity to get in a word, leave
alone participate, in deciding on the perceived problems of local people
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and the sectors on which [the NGO] should concentrate! (pers. comm.,
Rashida Dohad, 1995)

The reductionism here is of realities. By confining participants to outsiders
-and (presumably élite) male villagers, and by using methods which tended to
marginalize even them, so the view of problems and priorities was limited.
Yet women and men, poor and rich, young and old, and those with different
resources, rights, skills and occupations, have different realities — different
needs, perceptions, and priorities, demanding what Alice Welbourn (1991,
and pp. 183-7) has called ‘the analysis of difference’. But class and gender
biases were combined in the ZOPP participants. Where were the poor
women? Narrow participation narrows outcomes. It manifests reductionism
to the realities of ‘uppers’: of outsiders, of a local élite, and of men.

The reductionism of participation then supports the reductionism of the
single core problem, opening the way for agreement on a relatively few
simplistic gender- and class-biased priorities and plans. The construction of
such an artificial reality can be painful and difficult, but has been achieved
by allowing days, sometimes a whole week, for the ZOPP process. Ulti-
mate consensus has been assured by verbal dominance, exhaustion and the
bottom line that donors have the money:

By requiring their partners to ZOPP
Donors rule with their talkers on top
That one problem is core
For those absent and poor
Is agreed when thought comes to a stop.

Social cost-benefit analysis (SCBA)

There are many dimensions to the costs, benefits, effects and impacts of
development projects. The more obvious costs include capital, recurrent
and foreign-exchange, and the opportunity costs of foreign-exchange and
of a range of physical, natural and human resources including staff and
labour. They also include disbenefits which may be human and social (e.g.,
livelihoods, communities and institutions weakened or destroyed, people
displaced), political, and environmental, especially in the long term. Bene-
fits can include revenue-generation and returns on capital, incomes gener-
ated and services provided. In effects and impacts much else, too, matters:
livelihood security, ownership and access, migration, health and nutrition,
equity, gender relations, well-being as people themselves define it, and
impacts outside a project area. And these lists could and should be length-
ened. So the information for good judgements necessarily includes assess-
ing and weighing many criteria within a broad span of relevance.
Confronting this plurality, SCBA is reductionist through conflation.
Various factors, some of them shadow-priced, are merged into a single
measure, either a benefit:cost ratio, or an internal rate of return. The
procedures for doing this have been elaborated in a small library of man-
uals, especially during the 1970s. These and the practice of SCBA have
provoked many criticisms, among others for neglecting political
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dimensions, for losing detail and failing to provide the range of information
needed for decision-making (Carruthers and Clayton, 1977), for gender
bias (Kabeer, 1994: 163-86), and for undervaluing the future and discrimin-
ating against sustainability. The response to objections that a significant
cost or benefit was being overlooked has been to find ways of accommodat-
ing it in the method. The new factor was made commensurable, reduced to
a form which could become part of the single measure, or, in the case of
sustainability and the future, the discount rate was not abandoned but
lowered (Cline, 1992); so the reductionist single scale could survive.

The obscurity of the process has made it vulnerable to manipulation
(Self, 1975). It is sensitive to predictions which are imponderable: the same
agricultural project in Lesotho, appraised by three teams from different
donors, was given rates of return of 19 per cent, 13 per cent, and minus 2
per cent respectively. In practice, SCBA has often been done backwards.5
A judgement is made about a suitable ratio or rate of return, and then
assumptions adjusted to produce it.

In its proper and limited place, cost-benefit analysis has a part to play, as
one contribution to judgements between alternatives. Unfortunately, it has
not occupied its proper and limited place. Many have been trained in its
application; and for many it remains the method in project appraisal.

Poverty-line thinking

Deprivation as poor people perceive it has many dimensions, including not
only lack of income and wealth, but also social inferiority, physical weak-
ness, disability and sickness, vulnerability, physical and social isolation,
powerlessness, and humiliation (Beck, 1994; Chambers, 1995). In practice,
much of this wide spectrum of deprivation and ill-being is covered by the
common use of the word poverty. But poverty also has a narrow technical
definition for purposes of measurement and comparison. In the words of
one authority (Townsend, 1993: 3) ¢ “poverty” has to be given scientifically
acceptable universal meaning and measurement’. Poverty is then defined
as low income, or often as low consumption, which is more easily and
reliably measured. Surveys are carried out and poverty lines constructed.

This limits much of the analysis of poverty to the one dimension that has
been measured. Some analysts recognize explicitly the resulting bias to the
measurable and what measures are available. In his review of studies on
poverty in India, D.S. Thakur (1985) observed:

This review . .. has revealed that their major focus has been on the
aspect of measurement. None of them, in fact, examined the conceptual
issues underlining the definitions of poverty or explored the causal links
in depth between the various factors underlying the phenomenon.

Thakur did not himself explore the implications of this oversight, but re-
verted to the normal in the very next sentence with ‘Even in the aspect of
measurement there are many issues to be resolved’, and then continued in
that vein. Like Thakur, those who study what has been studied are trapped
by the biases of their material.
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Or again, Montek Ahluwalia (1986: 59) acknowledges that ‘longevity,
access to health and education facilities, and perhaps also security of con-
sumption levels from extreme shocks’ are equally relevant in analysis of
poverty. But he then points out that he is constrained because ‘. . . time-
series data on all these dimensions are not available. Data from a series of
consumption surveys conducted by the National Sample Survey Organiza-
tion are available, and these data have been used in most of the studies of
rural poverty in India’, a pattern which he then repeats.

Similarly, Lipton and Ravallion (1993) acknowledge the potential
breadth of a definition of economic welfare, but then continue:

While recognizing the limitations of the concept of economic welfare as
‘command over commodities’, we will largely confine ourselves to that
definition, in order to review the many important issues treated in the
literature that has evolved around it. (Ibid: 1)

So the analysis of deprivation and poverty comes to be narrowed to what
has been measured and is available in statistics. This has its uses. It enables
central planners to make comparisons between regions and districts, and
between different times. But it entails a double simplification. Only one
dimension of deprivation is measured when there are so many, and so
diverse a range; and the questionnaires used to assess consumption or
income further simplify and miss much, not least by omitting or under-
estimating multiple sources of money, materials and food.

The simple definition of the bad condition — poverty — is made, then, not
by the poor, from their experience, but by the well-off, for their conveni-
ence. Planners’ and academics’ need for a single scale of numbers narrows,
distorts and simplifies their perceptions. Deprivation and poverty come to
be defined, not by the changing and varied wants and needs of the poor, but
by the static and standardized wants and needs of professionals. Concep-
tually, professionals are then caught in their own reductionist poverty trap.
Poverty becomes what has been measured.

Production thinking

It has been normal for economists and agricultural scientists to focus their
attention on food production; and within food production, on foodgrains.
So seed breeders concentrated on yield to the relative neglect of other
characteristics. Breeders at one time competed to see who could achieve
the most production per unit area for rice, or maize, or wheat. The one
question asked, again and again, of varieties, was ‘What'’s the yield?” And
the one figure quoted and remembered as an indicator of annual agri-
cultural performance, continues to be estimated and reported production
of tonnes of foodgrains.

It is only common sense that enough food has to be produced to meet
human food requirements, but making production a single objective has in
practice three defects:

O The first is the supposition that producing more food will prevent hunger
and famine. As noted above (pp. 18-19) much evidence indicates that
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famines are more weakly linked with food availability than had been
supposed, and that producing more food will not prevent famine unless
poor people can obtain the food. What matters is not so much how much
food is produced but who produces it, where it is produced, and who can
command it once it has been produced.

O The second defect of production thinking has been the preoccupation
with yield per hectare, and the implicit assumption that this is all or most
of what matters to farmers. In practice, farmers have many criteria, of
which yield is only one. With open-ended matrix scoring, in countries as
diverse as Bangladesh, Botswana, China, India, Sri Lanka, Tanzania and
Zambia, farmers have listed criteria by which they compare varieties of
the same crop. In farmers’ matrix scoring for four varieties of bananas,
facilitated by scientists from the Tamil Nadu Agricultural University,
farmers’ seven criteria did not include yield at all (Manoharan et al.,
1993). For three varieties of millet in Zambia, farmers had 16 criteria
(Drinkwater, 1993), and elsewhere ten or more criteria have been com-
mon. Examples are: the range of soils in which varieties can be grown;
timing of maturity and harvest; early yield; disease resistance; resistance
to birds; not lodging; straw production for fodder; ease of weeding, not
shedding; ease of harvesting; ease of threshing; storability; price; cooking
quality; suitability for beer; and taste. Again and again, farmers have
preferred and planted varieties which give less than the highest yields
(e.g. Ashby et al., 1989; Women of Sangams Pastapur etc. and M. Pim-
bert, 1991).

O The third defect is treating estimated grain production as total food
production. Grains, especially maize, rice and wheat, have often been
accorded primacy to the neglect of other major sources of calories, which
most obviously include root crops such as cassava (manioc), potatoes
and sweet potatoes, bananas, tree foods and fruits like jack fruit, bread
fruit, durian and mangoes, and many different vegetables. The produce
of home gardens is often significant (Hoogerbrugge et al., 1993). The
‘hidden harvest’ of wild foods (Scoones et al., 1992; Hinchcliffe, 1995;
Guijt et al., 1995) is often another major source, especially for the poor
and as fallback in times of shortage. Yet in authoritative texts on food
production and availability (e.g. Pinstrup-Andersen and Pandya-Lorch,
1995) the words ‘food’ and ‘grain’ can alternate, leaving the reader un-
clear whether food means anything more than grain. Figures for grain
production are conveniently available for use in texts and tables; those
for other foods less so. The reality of food production becomes what has
been measured.

Employment thinking

Most normal professionals have thought in terms of employment, and
creating jobs. This was especially so in the 1970s. Of India, Schumacher
wrote in 1973 that according to his estimates there was ‘an immediate need
for something like fifty million new jobs’ (Schumacher, 1973: 162-3) (em-
phases in this paragraph are mine). The 1976 ILO Conference which
launched basic needs was on world employment. The director-general of
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the ILO wrote at that time that the basic-needs approach ‘implies that each
person available for and willing to work should have an adequately re-
munerated job’ (ILO, 1976: 7). The Nigerian Constitution of 1978 included
a statement that the state ‘shall direct its policy towards ensuring . . . that
. . . areasonable national minimum living wage . . . would be provided for
all citizens’ (quoted in ILO, 1981: v). The problems of the poor were seen
as lack of employment, and solutions were seen in providing jobs with
wages and salaries in workplaces.

Employment thinking is embedded in the language and concepts which
persist in much discussion of poverty. Thus H. Jeffery Leonard (1989: 14)

. . . the central task for the 1990s and beyond will be to create enough
jobs to employ billions of new workers through the developing world . . .
Job creation efforts for new labor-force entrants in many developing
countries . . . must focus on both the urban and rural sectors.

The concepts and categories derive from the formal sector of the urban and
industrial world of the North: the ideas of job, workplace, and workforce,
and the objective of providing full employment by generating jobs for all
workers. Earlier, Gunnar Myrdal had agonized over the misleading pre-
conceptions of Western economics when applied to Asian conditions:

When new data are assembled, the conceptual categories used are inap-
- propriate to the conditions existing: as, for example, when the underutil-
ization of the labour force in the South Asian countries is analysed
according to Western concepts of unemployment, disguised unemploy-
ment, and underemployment. The resulting mountains of figures have
either no meaning or a meaning other than that imputed to them . . .
The very fact that the researcher gets figures to play with tends to
confirm his original, biased approach . .. the continuing collection of
data under biased notions only postpones the day when reality can
effectively challenge inherited preconceptions. (Myrdal, 1968)

And he called for behavioural studies founded on observations of the raw
reality (ibid., Vol. 2: 1027).

The raw reality for the majority of the very poor in the world, in the
South, and either in rural areas or in the informal urban sector, is not one
of jobs in the Northern, industrial sense. It is a reality of diverse livelihoods
with multiple activities by different family members at different times,
exploiting varied and changing resources and opportunities. But because
such livelihoods are difficult to measure, and do not fit the familiar North-
ern frame, their reality has for long been under- and misperceived.

Since Myrdal wrote, the informal sector has been discovered and ex-
plored, and livelihood has been proposed as a better word than employ-
ment to capture the complex and diverse reality of the poor. But
employment thinking remains alive, strong and, by some, universally ap-
plied. It featured prominently in the papers prepared for the Social De-
velopment Summit in Copenhagen in 1995. Whatever happens to the poor,
full employment seems assured for conventional economists as they
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continue to analyse the available statistical data on employment and unem-
ployment, and to project their categories and the concerns of the industrial
North on to the different reality of most of the poor in the South. Myrdal
would be sad to learn how little has changed.

So pervasive is reductionism that one can talk of it as a normal mode of
analysis and thinking, especially in applied economics. The brutal confla-
tions and simplifications of complex realities by ZOPP, cost-benefit ana-
lysis, poverty lines, production thinking and employment thinking mutilate
and reframe the complex and diverse local and personal realities to which
they refer. How is it that highly trained and intelligent professionals can
indulge in such distortions?

It would itself be simplistic to attribute these forms of reductionism to
simple-mindedness, emotional insecurity, a desire for power, or some com-
bination of these. For those who use these methods and concepts are often
highly educated and intelligent in the conventional sense of intelligence, well
balanced and not manifestly striving to exercise power. Some explanations
can be suggested: the pleasures of mathematics; addiction to computers and
calculations; the transfer and application of the methods and mindsets of
physical science to human conditions; the pressure of time for writing papers
for conferences which prevents careful and complicating qualifications to
texts and tables; the security, for teachers and practitioners alike, of stepwise
procedures, straightforward and predictable both to teach and to use; the
convenient practicality of single scales and single criteria through the scope
they provide for longitudinal and cross-sectional comparisons; and the need
for simple figures and ‘facts’ to present to policymakers. Perhaps most of all,
the tension between complex diversity and practical action forces those with
central power to simplify in order to see what to do.

Even after weighing these explanations, a puzzle remains. It is as though
there is a single groove in the brains of some of the brilliantly intelligent
which captures, confines and concentrates many streams. Perhaps there is a
drive to find a unifying theory, a single explanation; perhaps, too, some-
times ambition and arrogance can be found in those who seek unifying
theory. In reductionist thinking, in a mysterious way, intelligence and hu-
mane commonsense seem inversely related. And since intelligent people
dominate the discourse of development, we can expect reductionism to
remain robustly sustainable.

Economics: culture and cult

Among disciplines and professions concerned with poverty, deprivation
and development, economics is the most influential. Economists dominate
the World Bank at the cost of other social scientists. The world-views and
values of economists matter to poor people more than those of, say, so-
ciologists, for the simple reason that more economists hold power and
determine policy, and are likely to continue to do so. In 1993, it was said
that only about 20 World Bank professional staff were sociologists or social
anthropologists practising their discipline, outnumbered by their economist
colleagues by perhaps between 20 and 50 to 1 (see also SDN, 1993: 11).6 In
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the words of a staff member: ‘Only economists in the Bank are regarded as
professionals’.” It is, mainly, economists who advise on economic policy;
economists who have staffed the country missions of the IMF and the
World Bank which have required structural adjustment policies for weak,
indebted countries; and economists who generate, sustain and modify the
dominant ideologies of development. It is important, then, to understand
the strengths and weaknesses of contemporary economics and economists.

Among economists, those of the United States enjoy primacy, both academ-
ically and in their influence on the IMF and the World Bank.8 The judgements,
decisions and actions of those who are young economists now will in future
decades powerfully affect, for better or for worse, the livelihoods and well-
being of hundreds of millions of those who are most deprived. Their profes-
sional socialization and values are, therefore, a matter of concern to all who
are committed to the reduction of deprivation and poverty.

A series of studies (e.g. Kamarck, 1983; Frey et al., 1984; Klamer and
Colander, 1990; Baumol, 1991; Frank et al., 1993) has presented an alarm-
ing view of economists and of the normal high-status professionalism of
economists, especially in the United States.

A review of several behavioural studies by an economist and two psycho-
logists at Cornell University (Frank et al., 1993) found that economists
were more likely than non-economists to act in a non-trusting, non-
cooperative, self-interested manner.® The median gift to big charities by
economists among 1245 randomly selected college professors was substan-
tially lower than for non-economists; and about 9 per cent of economics
professors gave nothing, against a range for other disciplines of between 1
and 4 per cent. In a prisoners’ dilemma game with options of trusting or not
trusting, economics students defected 60 per cent of the time compared
with 39 per cent for non-economists. In an experiment with students, those
who received instruction in game theory and industrial organization tested
as less ‘honest’ than those who were taught development in Maoist China
or those who took a placebo (astronomy).

It can be asked whether there is a self-reinforcing culture here. The
reductionism of Economic Man, the rational optimizer, misses much of the
complexity of human behaviour. Economists tend to take a Pavlovian view
of human nature which sees people as subject to reflexes which respond to
economic incentives.1® The danger is that assummg that other people are
economic maximizers makes economic maximizers of those who make the
assumptions.

The normal high-status professionalism of economists is reported in
these studies to have clustered around formalist theory and mathematical
modelling, in contrast with the empirical economics of the real world.
According to Thomas Mayer (1993: 46-55) the ranking at the time he
wrote was: (1) formalist theory; (2) empirical science theory; (3) policy
advising and data gathering; and (4) history of economic thought and
methodology.

The potential for erudite arrogance is not slight. Abstract mathematical
modelling comes top; and a context for critical self-awareness and self-
doubt through a historical perspective or reflection on methodology comes
bottom. Much the same is evident in the values into which graduate
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students of economics in the USA are socialized. When economics gradu-
ate students at six leading universities (Chicago, MIT, Harvard, Stanford,
Columbia and Yale) were asked ‘Which characteristics will most likely
place students on the fast track?’ only 3 per cent chose ‘Having a thorough
knowledge of the economy’, while 68 per cent thought that unimportant; in
contrast 98 per cent thought excellence in mathematics either very import-
ant (57 per cent) or moderately important (41 per cent) (Klamer and
Colander, 1990: 18).
The researchers reported that

the interviews suggested a definite tension, frustration and cynicism that,
in our view, went beyond the normal graduate school blues. There was a
strong sense that economics was a game and that hard work in devising
relevant models that demonstrated a deep understanding of institutions
would have a lower payoff than devising models that were analytically
neat; the facade, not the depth of knowledge, was important. (Ibid: 18)

One might have hoped, in the interests of a better world, that teaching and
learning would stress a sense of historical context, an empirical understand-
ing of real economies, and a broad competence as a basis for judgement.
Not so. In the words of students ‘Policy is for simpletons’ and ‘those who
can’t do economics do policy’ (ibid.: 181).

The highest status is reserved for those who combine mathematics and
theory. Even less accessible to the lay person, formalist economists who
converse with colleagues in equations are respected and rewarded for their
erudite obscurantism. Lay people assume that their failure to understand
what is being said or shown is a sign of stupidity, and manifest a prudent
reverence. The most brilliant and ambitious students are drawn to the
master (more rarely mistress) and are clever enough to learn the language.
Having invested time, effort and their not inconsiderable ability in learn-
ing, they are co-opted by the concepts, modes of thought and jargon, and
are bright enough to be able to use them. In this way a school may coalesce
which talks to itself and impresses others in proportion to its self-sustaining
separation from the world of real people.

There are parallels between physics and economics. Physics has enjoyed
high status among the physical sciences, as has economics among the social
sciences. Theoretical physics and theoretical economics each has an
esoteric mathematical language. Each is accorded high prestige within its
related disciplines. In both, mathematics is applied at the level of the very
large and very small: in physics, astrophysics and particle physics; in eco-
nomics, macro-economics and micro-economics. In the middle of these
polar scales comes the practical world of low-status applied physics and
low-status policy economics. Both also suffer from the recalcitrant messi-
ness of the revealed world: for physicists the mischievous refusal of God or
nature to stop presenting new micro-particles; and for economists the ob-
durate refusal of people to behave as simple economic maximizers. In both
physics and economics, the atoms persist in being naughty.

At their powerful extremes, both physicists and economists are dan-
gerous. If economics is the physics of the social sciences, macro-
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econometrics is its nuclear physics. Macro-econometricians and nuclear
physicists have both endangered life on a large scale but in different ways:
nuclear physicists by being right about things and producing bombs, and
macro-econometricians by being wrong about people and producing pol-
icies. Combining awesome power with a rarified atmosphere far from the
effects of their actions, both are vulnerable to an ethical high-altitude
deterioration. '

The behaviour and values of high-status theoretical economists combine
convenience and escapism. The convenience is that messy data are not
needed. Being formal and logical, model-building is easy to organize and
lecture on. In economics as in physics it has led to a higher rate of publica-
tion than dealing with time-consuming and laborious work on real-world
problems. Over half the articles in the American Economic Review from
1972 to 1981 were on mathematical models without any data (Kamarck,
1983: 122-3).

The escapism is from the insecure and uncertain external world where
opinions differ, judgement is needed and one may be wrong. On causalities
and practical policies, a study published in 1984 found economists to differ,
as illustrated in Table 3.5, to a degree which can only astonish the layper-
son. In 1996, Stephen Roach, the economist guru and advocate of ‘down-
sizing” which laid off millions of workers in the North, changed his mind
(Carlin, 1996). It would seem that practical economic policy is an area

Table 3.5: Degrees of disagreement among economists

Percentages of 936 economists in five countries

Generally Agree, Generally Degree
agree with disagree  of
provisions consensus
Wage price controls should 10 21 69 Highest
be used to control inflation of 27
questions
A minimum wage increases 41 26 32
employment among young Close to
and unskilled workers median
Inflation is primarily a of 27
monetary phenomenon 23 29 46
Government should 28 29 38 Lowest
restructure the welfare of 27

system along the lines of a
negative income tax

All figures rounded, 0.5 upwards. The return rate of complete replies to the
mailed questionnaire was 45.2 per cent, without a reminder. Respondents were
anonymous. The countries were the Unitad States, France, the Federal Republic
of Germany, Austria and Switzerland.

Source: Frey et al., 1984: 986-9.
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where economists can be deeply uncertain, widely divided and often
wrong. They are dealing there, after all, not with the paradigm of control-
lable and predictable things, but with complex and unpredictable
processes.

It is only human for some to seek refuge in theoretical models which are
not only high status, but also secure. Starting conditions can then be set,
assumptions specified, and procedures followed through to conclusions with-
out the distress of contact with the recalcitrant untidiness of real economies
or people. Formal mathematical models are then to formal economists what
operating theatres are to surgeons and laboratories to bio-engineers: con-
trolled environments, warm wombs, safe from invasion. The difference be-
tween these professions is in proximate responsibility: the surgeons deal with
people, even if anaesthetized and so temporarily inert, like things; the bio-
engineers deal with living organisms, even if temporarily separated into small
bits; but the formal economists deal only with abstractions. Their models are
secure, more controlled than an operating theatre or laboratory, safe for the
display of precision, logic and elegance of rigour, vulnerable only to a com-
puter crash or virus. The only problem is that their realities are artefacts,
worlds of fantasy, esoteric works of art not practical tools.

The elevation and spread of formalist economics has not gone un-
checked or unquestioned. Kamarck wrote that:

Economic science is advanced by economist-practitioners who struggle
with the economic models of the real world and not by those economists
who live prestigious and happy lives playing with elegant models of
comely shape but without vital organs. (Kamarck, 1983: 122)

In a ten-day workshop at the Santa Fe Institute in Arizona, in which
physicists and economists met to brainstorm about their commonalities,
differences and the emerging science of complexity, the physicists were
astonished at the assumptions made by economists, such as perfect ra-
tionality among economic agents. This led to remarks by the physicists like
‘You guys really believe that?’ and ‘You’re solving the wrong problem if
that’s not reality’ (Waldrop, 1994: 136ff).

As in other disciplines, so in economics reality is constructed. In discip-
lines dependent on numbers, causal significance in the theory is liable to
vary with measurability. Economists, like others, are then forced into a
self-sustaining circularity: what is measured generates theory which leads
to more measurements which maintain the theory. An example would be
the analysis of capital accumulation compared with other factors in eco-
nomic growth (Woo, 1986, cited in Mayer, 1993: 57). Theory is then rein-
forced, as the measurable is measured and analysed more and more, and
imputed more and more causal primacy. Measurable is sustainable. Irrev-
erent imagery comes to mind: of a measurement-theory merry-go-round; of
a dog chasing its tail.11

Economists differ from dogs in several ways.12 But some behaviour can
be similar, as in the principle of the lamp-post. Dogs leave boundary mark-
ing signatures on lamp-posts, and mad dogs chase their tails. Some
economists look for answers not in the dark areas where they are to be
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found, but under the lamp-post where they can see numbers in light. They
too mark their boundaries of professional specialization, illuminated by the
circularity of reductionism and measurement. What lies outside in dark-
ness, unseen and unmeasured, is assumed to be more of the same, describ-
able in rules of thumb, unimportant, or simply not to exist. Reality is what
the light shines on.

Now, in the mid-1990s, formal economics is increasingly challenged. The
movement of socio-economics in the United States has sought to redress
the balance and restore the prestige of empirical work. More practical
journals challenge the primacy of those dominated by abstract theory. The
World Bank talks more of human capital, social infrastructure, and people;
James Wolfensohn, the president of the World Bank, embraces participa-
tion. Many economists are engaged with the practical mess of people and
policies, and can in part or wholly except themselves from the criticisms of
this section. Macro-economists are needed and will always have a vital role.
What matters is that they should be in touch with ‘the real world’ of people.
Unfortunately, elegant models still seduce and measurement merry-go-
rounds still mesmerize. In both formal theory and practical policy, the
danger is that high status will have its own circular, self-sustaining dynamic.

The professional prison

Much normal professionalism, then, creates and sustains its own reality. A
core magnetic pull draws people inwards towards cities, offices, libraries,
laboratories, hospitals, research stations and computers, and then holds
them there. For manyj, this is the road to advancement. In the words of one:
‘For me as a trained economist the easiest way to get promotion is to stay in
my office and play with my computer, and not go out’. To get on, you have
to stay in.

So professional methods and values set a trap. Status, promotlon and
power come less from direct contact with the confusing complexity of
people, families, communities, livelihoods and farming systems, and more
from isolation which permits safe and sophisticated analysis of statistics. The
normal reflex of professionals faced with complexity — of people, environ-
ments, farming systems and so on — has been to extract, process and analyse
data and use them to decide what to do to those people, environments and
farming systems. The processing and analysis of data are private activities
under the control of professionals: power, in the name of planning and
science — the project plan, the district plan, the farm plan, even the national
plan - is retained in their hands and expressed in prescriptions for others.

The methods of modern science then serve to simplify and reframe
reality in standard categories, applied from a distance. ZOPP, social cost-
benefit analysis, poverty lines, and production and employment thinking all
do violence to complex, diverse and dynamic realities, and mutilate,
massage and mould them to make countable packaged units. Those who
manipulate these units are empowered and the subjects of, analysis disem-
powered: counting promotes the counter and demotes the counted. Top-
down, centre-outwards patterns are then self-reinforcing through rewards,
status and power.
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It is then the reductionist, controlled, simplified and quantified con-
struction which becomes reality for the isolated professional, not that other
world, out there. There is an analogy with Plato’s cave in The Republic.
Unwitting prisoners, professionals sit chained to their central places and
mistake the flat shadows of figures, tables, reports, professional papers and
printouts for the rounded, dynamic, multi-dimensional substance of the
world of those others at the peripheries. But there is a twist in the analogy.
Platonism is stood on its head. Plato’s reality, of which the prisoners per-
ceived only the shadows, was of essences, each simple, unitary, abstract and
unchanging. The reality, of which core professionals perceive only the
simplified shadows, is in contrast a diversity: of people, farming systems
and livelihoods, each a complex whole, concrete and changing. But profes-
sionals reconstruct that reality to make it manageable in their own alien
analytic terms, seeking and selecting the universal in the diverse, the part in
the whole, the simple in the complex, the controllable in the uncontrol-
lable, the measurable in the unmeasurable, the abstract in the concrete, the
static in the dynamic, permanence in flux. For the convenience and control
of normal professionals, it is not the local, complex, diverse, dynamic and
unpredictable reality of those who are poor, weak and peripheral that
counts, but the flat shadows of that reality that they, prisoners of their
professionalism, fashion for themselves.
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4
The Transfer of Reality

It appears that the act of extension, in whatever sector it takes place,
means that those carrying it out need to go to ‘another part of the
world’ to ‘normalize it’, according to their way of viewing reality: to
make it resemble their world.

Paulo Freire, 1974: 95

Realities — the world as perceived and interpreted by individuals — are mul-
tiple but with commonalities. Human relationships can be seen as patterned
by dominance and subordination, with people as uppers and lowers. Uppers
experience and construct their realities and seek to transfer these to lowers. In
normal teaching, adult realities are transferred to children and students.
Normal successful careers carry people upwards in hierarchies and inwards
to larger centres, away from the poor and the peripheries. In normal bur-
eaucracy, central authorities simplify, control and standardize. In normal
top-down, centre-outwards development, new technology is developed in
central places by uppers and transferred to peripheral lowers. The resulting
‘Model-T’ standard packages often misfit diverse and unpredictable local
conditions. Similarly, the transfer of procedures which require local people
to conform to fixed timetables frequently fail. Normal professionalism,
teaching, careers and bureaucracy help to explain errors in development, but
not fully how and why they persist so long without uppers learning.

Realities

Since the word ‘reality’ is used much in this book, let me try to be clear
about what I mean by it. Others may disagree with this use, but at least they
will have a better sense of what I am trying to say. As I shall use it, the term
has two clusters of meaning: ‘physical’ reality that exists outside us, the so-
called ‘real world’ of physical things; and ‘personal’ reality that we con-
struct for ourselves — what we perceive, know and believe. The physical
reality that exists outside us is a commonplace of ordinary practical life. We
live successtully on the basis that physical things exist independently of
- ourselves ‘out there’ and that many of them have predictable properties.

This idea of a solid objective physical reality is out of fashion. The
reassuringly predictable world of Newtonian physics, with its notional
billiard-ball atoms in regular mathematical orbits, has been dissolved once
and for all. Relativity theory and quantum physics have replaced it with
indeterminacy. The act of observation affects what is observed: according
to the popular view of the celebrated Heisenberg uncertainty principle, this
makes it impossible to observe both the position and velocity of a particle
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at the same time. But these ideas can go too far; the fact that we cannot
measure or study something without altering it does not mean that it does
not exist. Nor do indeterminacy and unpredictability in small-particle
physics in any significant way affect our daily lives. We build dams, bridges
and skyscrapers successfully on the basis of Newtonian physics. This fits
our common experience, especially of solid objects. In the popular stereo-
type, professional philosophers are not outstanding for the practical com-
petence of their mastery of the physical world; but even the most absent-
minded and impractical among them conducts everyday life on the basis of
commonsense assumptions about universally predictable physical realities.

In the social sciences, too, the solid ground of positivism has crumbled.
In the 1920s, the famous experiments in the Western Electric Company’s
Hawthorne works in Chicago dramatized the finding that the act of observ-
ing people influences their behaviour: the productivity of a group of
workers went up each time a new experimental change was introduced in
their working conditions; they were responding to being studied. Objec-
tivity in the social sciences is regarded as a mirage. Post-positivism, con-
structivism (Guba and Lincoln, 1989) and post-modernism (Harvey, 1990;
Giddens, 1990) (itself separable into affirmative and sceptical post-
modernism) (Rosenau, 1992) variously stress the limitations of ‘scientific’
method in the social sciences, holding that objectivity is not possible and
that we have multiple realities, each of us constructing our own. These
insights and ideas impel us to critical self-questioning and continual doubt
about our perceptions and interpretations of what is outside ourselves, that
is to say, about our personal realities.

A personal! reality is, then, reality as experienced and put together by an
individual person. It is how a person construes experience, and the frame-
work with which sense and coherence are made of the world. This refers to
perceptions not just of things, but of people, processes and relationships.
Perception is always selective, through the nature of our senses, through
what we have contact with, through what we choose to perceive or expose
ourselves to perceiving, through our methods and acts of observing,
through our habits of thinking, and through the mental frames into which
we fit information. Our personal mental frames are made up from our past
learning and experience, and our constructs, beliefs, values and prefer-
ences. What we perceive and believe is also moulded by ego and power:
ego in the sense of personal needs, as for self-esteem, rewarding social
relations and peace of mind; and power in our relations with those who are
weaker and stronger than ourselves (for which, see Chapter 5). From their
nature, then, personal realities all differ. We all ‘see things differently’.
Personal realities are, in the terms used later in this book, complex, diverse
and dynamic. We speak, then, of a world of multiple realities, in which each
of us constructs our own and has our own way of construing what we
perceive.

The distinction in Chapter 3 between things and people helps here. We
have a personal reality about things. How we perceive and construe things
we can call a ‘personal physical reality’. And we have a personal reality
about people, how we perceive and construe them, which we can call a
‘personal social reality’.
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With personal physical realities, there is much commonality between us.
It makes practical sense to think in terms of a unitary and largely stable and
predictable physical world. This relates to solids, and some dimensions of
liquids and gases in the middle range of scale, but not to those where chaos
theory better applies. With personal social realities, in contrast, there is
more divergence and dynamism. It is in the social realm that it makes most
sense to talk of multiple realities.

The distinctions are not absolute, but help in understanding ourselves.
Personal physical realities are formed mainly through sensory experience
of the predictable, regular, Newtonian physical world. Personal social real-
ities are formed mainly through interaction with unpredictable, irregular
and idiosyncratic people. Personal social realities are, then, influenced by
interpersonal relationships; and to understand their formation and divers-
ity it is to interpersonal relationships that we must turn.

Top-down: uppers and lowers, North and South

Many human relationships can be seen and understood in terms of hier-
archies of power and weakness, of dominance and subordination. As
Albert Camus (1956) put it:

We can’t do without dominating others or being served . . . Even the
man on the bottom rung still has his wife, or his child, If he’s a bachelor,
his dog. The essential thing, in sum, is being able to get angry without
the other person being able to answer back.

Power relations vary by person and context. There are various axes of
power, and

individual persons can occupy different positions along different axes of
power at one and the same time. People are complicated enough, alas, to
enjoy the various pleasures of domination while simultaneously suffer-
ing all the insults and injuries that subordination brings in its wake.
(Cocks, 1989: 6)

Those who are powerful and dominant in a context are, then, ‘uppers’ and
those who are weak and subordinate are ‘lowers’. Like magnets, people are
oriented in North-South fields of relationships, with uppers above and
lowers below.2 In the Bible, for example, St Paul is recorded as having
written: ‘Wives, submit yourselves unto your husbands as unto the Lord.
For the husband is the head of the wife, even as Christ is the head of the
church . . .’ (Ephesians v.22). Hierarchy in the church, and the authority of
Christ as the head of the church, was thus used to justify by analogy
another authority, that of husband over wife. In such ways, different
North-South magnetic fields are mutually reinforcing.

The North-South analogy resonates with two interlocking orientations.
The first is the global polarization of wealth and power, with the temperate
North dominating the tropical South. The second concerns normal profes-
sional maps. By near-universal convention, these have North at the top and
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South at the bottom. Compasses are seen as showing North, and only
secondarily South.3

At the personal level, the upper-lower magnetic field is present in many
relationships between people. Some of these are shown in Table 4.1. Most
people have uppers above them and lowers below them. Most are uppers at
some times, in some roles and contexts, and lowers at others. Sources of
upper-lower status and dominance include these eight:

(i)  biologically preset and socially determined as with male—female,
white-black, high caste-low caste, and ethnic group;

(ii)  socially inherited, as with wealth—poverty, high and low class;

(iii) accidental, resulting from external events beyond personal control,
such as disasters and windfall gains;

(iv) personal, based on individual aspects of personality, physical charac-
teristics (height, strength, fierceness of eye, timbre of voice, etc.),
behaviour, charisma, and so on;

(v)  acquired through training, initiation and performance, as with profes-
sionals such as doctors, psychiatrists, priests and politicians;

(vi) occupational, associated with the relative status of a profession or
occupation;

(vii) sequential, being part of life and domestic cycles, where status
changes as children become adults and parents, daughters-in-law be-
come mothers-in-law, and more generally young women and men
become old women and men; and

(viii) hierarchical, derived from position in an organizational or political
hierarchy.

Status, dominance and subordination which are biological, social and acci-
dental in their origins are often quite largely given. The personal dimension
is partly given but can be changed. Acquired, occupational, sequential and
hierarchical status, dominance and subordination are more malleable and
changeable; and it is with these four that this chapter is most concerned.
Acquired and occupational are linked with normal teaching and profes-
sionalism, sequential with normal careers, and hierarchical with normal
bureaucracy. These combine to enable uppers to dominate lowers in many
ways. The more obvious include force, threats, orders and rewards. In
addition, and consciously and unconsciously, uppers also deny the realities
of lowers and seek to impose on them their own realities. In this chapter we
will see how dominance and subordination lead to the question: whose
reality counts?

Normal teaching

Almost all development professionals, in the conventional sense of profes-
sional, have received prolonged formal teaching and training. From early
childhood, we have been ‘schooled’, and have faced tests and examina-
tions. Patterns differ, but often parents have made sacrifices for our educa-
tion. Parental approval and disapproval, as well as incentives and
disincentives in school, made us try hard to do well. In school, we were
rewarded for learning, and for reproducing what we had learnt. Some of
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Table 4.1: North and South, uppers and lowers

Dimension/context North, uppers South, lowers
Spatial Core (urban, industrial) Periphery (rural,
agricultural)
International and The North The South
developmental IMF, World Bank Poor countries
Donors Recipients
Creditors Debtors
Outsider, professional Local person
Inborn and social Male Female
White Black
High ethnic or caste Low ethnic or caste
group group
Life cycle Old person Young person
Parent Child
Mother-in-law Daughter-in-law
Bureaucratic Senior Junior
organization Manager Worker
Official Supplicant
Patron Client
Officer ‘Other rank’
Warden, guard Inmate, prisoner
Social, spiritual Patron Client
Priest Lay person
Guru Disciple
Doctor, psychiatrist Patient
Teaching and learning Master Apprentice
Lecturer Student
Teacher Pupil

our earliest learning and rewards were with the three Rs — reading, writing

and arithmetic.

Most of our teaching has been top-down. In the archetypal school of

Thomas Gradgrind in Charles Dickens’ Hard Times (1854), education was
about facts: ‘Now, what I want is Facts. Teach these boys and girls nothing
but Facts’. ‘Fancy’ was forbidden — ‘You are never to fancy’, and the pupils
were seen as ‘little vessels then and there arranged in order, ready to have
imperial gallons of facts poured into them until they were full to the brim’.
Gradgrindian education is commonly deplored, but its features of hier-
archy, authority, discipline and a one-way flow of facts to fill empty vessels
persist in much of the world, in what Freire has called the ‘banking’ system
of education.

That education is a massive priority, especially for those children who
are denied it, that it has a huge potential to liberate, especially girls and
women, that it can open up opportunities and a wider world of experience,
that it can empower and support social and economic development — none

60

School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London 154.59.125.209 10.3362/9781780440453 2025-09-01 09:00:22



of these is being questioned. The question is, what else does normal teach-
ing do to us.

Early in life, when most impressionable, we leave our families daily and
go to school where we are oriented, together with our peer-mates, to
respect and learn from those who are older, bigger, stronger, louder and
more dominant than we are. For many this means sitting in rows, at desks,
facing an adult who looks down, and who rewards and punishes according
to how well rote is repeated and routines remembered. For India, Malcolm
Adiseshiah (1983) lamented that: ‘In the majority of schools, the technique
of teaching is a one-way speaking style, with the teacher pouring forth
“words of wisdom” and the students listening passively’ and that a ‘growth
of not thinking out for oneself but repeating faithfully what someone else
has said, now pervades the whole educational system’.

Such experience conditions behaviour and attitudes in later life. The
empty vessels are not just filled; they are magnetized. The force field of the
teacher orients them for the world beyond the classroom. They learn to
face, fear and follow authority. The more Gradgrindian our schooling, and
the more top-down, or North-South, our teachers, so the more top—down,
or North-South we are when we leave school and education. Those who
have had sticks waved at them in school go out and later wave sticks at
others. Some rebel, but most learn the lesson, and grow up conditioned to
fit into, and reinforce, the hierarchies of authority and obedience which
they find again in work and life after their formal education.

Teachers and teaching are themselves standardized. Teacher training
has progressed since the time when the teacher in Gradgrind’s school,
Mr M’Choakumchild ‘and some one hundred and forty other school-
masters had been lately turned at the same time, in the same factory, on
the same principles, like so many pianoforte legs’. All the same, it can
be asked whether repetition and routinization are as normal in teacher
training as in teaching pupils, with the same lectures delivered at the
same time in the same way to similar ‘vessels’ year after year until
disability, dismissal, death or retirement terminates the teacher’s tread-
mill. If so, the subjects preferred may be those which do not change,
where there is a right and a wrong, and where the methods are immut-
able, as in practice in much mathematics;4 textbooks, then, with luck will
last a lifetime, marking is easier, and the teacher’s authority less likely to
be challenged.

In much teaching, other people are treated as entities. There are excep-
tions in history and civics. But generally, students are taught about people
not as being infinitely diverse but as universally standard. They become
entities to be counted, or objects to be dissected. So people become num-
bers in a census, completed schedules in a questionnaire survey, or ca-
davers in a medical students’ laboratory. As the Goods (Good and Good,
1989) have shown, students at Harvard Medical School go through a pro-
cess of redefining their relationship with people. At first touching another
person in a physical examination may be felt to be invasive. But in ‘the
construction of the professional self’ personal boundaries are changed. The
patient is reconstructed ‘as object of the medical gaze’. In the words of a
student at Harvard Medical School:
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I don’t feel like another person’s body is foreign to me now. The concept
of the other body is changing. At first, you are very aware that you are
dealing with another person. Now I just don’t think about that any more.
You just do the routine. If there’s a head at the end of the body, that’s
better for the interview!

Whether in the counting of questionnaires, the correlations of regressions,
the ‘physical’ or medical examination, or the dissections of surgery, the
idiosyncratic, complex, dynamic individual with her or his miraculous and
uncontrollable consciousness is reduced to, and treated as, standard and
controllable. The person becomes thing.

Top-down teaching, and the transfer of knowledge of things, and of
people as things, are, then, deeply rooted. There are exceptions, but the
ghost of Gradgrind stalks the primary schools of much of the North as well
as South, and quite often the secondary schools, training colleges and
universities. In practice, institutions of education exist for teaching, rather
than for learning or for learning to learn. What is learnt, above all, is
information, routines and obedience, in other words, facts, procedures, and
to do what one is told. The lesson is: obey, learn, repeat, and you will avoid
penalties, get good marks, and be approved and rewarded for being a good
little (or not so little) girl or boy.

Learning is then meant to be not lateral, from exploration, experience and
peers, let alone from below or from beyond the classroom, but vertical, from
above, from the voice of authority. A single, standard way of seeing and
construing is instilled. Rarely is local people’s knowledge taught, or their
understanding of their world. The reality and understanding that are imprinted
are alien and other, introduced from outside and above. So normal teaching
transfers not just knowledge but a structured reality; and that is reality as
defined through hierarchies based in the cores of power and wealth.

In this pattern and process, the more élite, privileged and long-drawn-
out the education, the more highly magnetized the final product. Those
who proceed to central high-status institutions — to better schools, and
universities, and from South to North — gain confidence in their learning in
proportion to their distance from the social realities of the poor and the
peripheries. There are exceptions and dangers of caricature. But often,
students’ experience of being taught makes them more N-S, preparing
them for the world of hierarchy to which they will progress.

The upper-lower structure of relationships is then repeated in later life.
On leaving school, college or university, well-magnetized graduates join
bureaucracies and orient themselves naturally in the new hierarchical
fields. Their magnetism is reinforced. They now in turn transfer their con-
structions of reality to those they find below them. Those who were taught
become teachers; those who were dominated, dominate. Now powerful,
they disempower others. They impose their reality, treating that of their
lowers as inferior or of no account. Nor is radical ideology a guarantee that
teachers will abstain from didactic dominance. Higher education has much
to answer for. In the lament of one Northern teacher reported by Anne
Marie Goetz (pers. comm.): ‘The people we have trained have stripped
peasants of their power’.

62

School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London 154.59.125.209 10.3362/9781780440453 2025-09-01 09:00:22



Normal (successful) careers

A common hope of parents who get their children into school is that
whatever their children can receive of primary, secondary and tertiary
education will lead to a job in a bureaucracy, whether in government or the
private sector. This will bring status and a secure and substantial income.
And the top—down, upper-lower, N-S orientation of the teaching they
receive in school, college and university does indeed magnetize them to fit
into hierarchical organizations.

For professionals, normal (successful) careers present three interlocking
trends: tying down; moving inwards; and moving upwards (Figure 4.1). In
rural development, professionals gain direct field experience only early in a
career, if at all. Not all marry, but most do. In their domestic cycle those who
do marry search, appraise, negotiate and bond, and then usually have chil-
dren. This interrupts most women’s careers, and is a major reason why few
women get to the top. Men, though less than women, are also progressively
tied down by marriage and the care and education of children. For good
schools, parents seek to live in larger towns or cities. Happily, as promotion
moves them upwards in hierarchies, it also draws them inwards to larger
urban centres with better schools and other facilities. The more successful a
person is, the faster he or she moves away from the rural periphery. The
centripetal tendency with age and seniority is also found among politicians,
graduating from local to national politics, and academics, moving inwards
from smaller to larger and more prestigious institutes, colleges and univer-
sities. In the end, power is concentrated in cities, especially capital cities, in
the hands of those, mostly men, who reach the top. Success has made them
confident in the superiority of their knowledge. To them might apply the
verse about Jowett, the classics scholar, Master of Balliol College, Oxford,
himself a multiple upper — white, male, Anglo-Saxon, highly educated, age-
ing, and Master of a superior college at a superior university:

First come I; my name is Jowett.
There’s no knowledge, but I know it.
I am Master of this college;
What I don’t know isn’t knowledge
(Beeching, late 1870s)

Unfortunately, they often do not know or are wrong. Their direct field
experience, if any, was 20 to 30 years earlier. Their location, lifestyles, work
pressures and power isolate them from field realities. Like Jowett, they are
multiple uppers — male, ageing, senior and influential. So it comes about
that in normal bureaucracy and normal successful careers, the central
power is held by old men confident in their knowledge but often out of date
and out of touch (see also pp. 91-93).

Normal development bureaucracy

The hierarchy of normal bureaucracy reinforces, and is reinforced by, four
tendencies: to centralize, control, conserve and standardize. These
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tendencies are found in no small measure in many of the field bureau-
cracies of the South.

Centralization and control are inherent in hierarchy and process. The
very language is loaded with messages about the relative status of uppers
and lowers. Officers (the quasi-military term often used) are senior and
junior, and have subordinates. There are many gradations of seniority, and
many designations of posts, each with its own level. Those who are most
senior (and also who have the authority of age) sit in the centre and
concentrate power in their hands. They control their subordinates through
written orders, budgets, authorities to incur expenditure, targets, transfers,
confidential reports, sanctions and promotions.

Conservatism is entrenched, especially in the repetitive rituals of the
lower levels of some bureaucracies. Rules and procedures are revered.
They may be bent or used in ways not intended, but the outward form is
respected, giving a sort of liturgical pleasure to those who master their
sequences and observances, even when they are exploited for private rents.
Procedures tend to be additive: new ones are superimposed upon old, while
the old are preserved. Rules and lists tend to be for ever, reproduced more
or less faithfully,> unless there is strong reason to change them; and when
there is reason to change, adding and patching are preferred to abolition or
restructuring.

Standardization is promoted and sustained by four factors:

(1) Standardization minimizes administration. To differentiate makes
work. The same instructions can be issued to cover a whole country or
region. Standard actions are easier to order, easier to supervise, and
easier to monitor. This would appear one reason why, in the Integrated
Rural Development Programme in India, there has been a tendency at
the village level for loans to be for the same item: for milch buffaloes,
for sewing machines or for credit for trading. Economies of standardiz-
ation reduce the unit administrative load.

(2) Standardization has a certain democratic uniformity, in which all are
treated alike. It was politically safe for the Indian Integrated Rural
Development Programme to allocate an identical number of benefi-
ciaries per year to every administrative block in the country. Standard-
ization of benefits protects against accusations of political favouritism.
When universal rules do not fit local or personal needs or conditions,
there may be opportunities for modest, or not so modest, informal
rents to bend the rules. In contrast, formal differentiation requires the
complication, effort and risks of discrimination, judgement and
responsibility.

(3) Standardization simplifies supervision, monitoring and evaluation. It
is more straightforward to inspect, count, measure, estimate and
evaluate one type of item than many, whether it is seeds distributed,
trees planted, bunds constructed, pumps installed or clinics built.
Reports can more readily be analysed and tables of performance be
put together; standardization makes comparisons easier between the
performance of different provinces, districts and other administrative
areas.
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(4) Perhaps most potently, standardization helps spend money fast.
Pressures to disburse and spend have been common in donor funding,
especially that of multilateral banks. Whatever the theory of
management practice, multilateral bank staff members have tended
to be evaluated and rewarded for the size of the loans and grants they
negotiate, and then the speed with which these are disbursed. Delays
have been seen not as savings, as necessary for participation, as
economies or opportunities to learn, or as needed for local
differentiation and fit, but as ‘slippage’. Moreover, those who negoti-
ate with representatives of the banks, the officials and political
leaders of indebted countries, are often eager to obtain foreign ex-
change. Gains in personal income for officials and politicians are also
not unknown. Between them, these interest groups — the bank staff of
the North, and the officials and politicians of the South, for their
different reasons — readily combine to agree on large sums to be lent
and spent fast.

An example of speed and standardization comes from environ-
mental loans from the Asian Development Bank and the World Bank
to the Philippines for afforestation. The guidelines for the programme
encouraged the use of multiple species, but Department of Environ-
ment and Natural Resources personnel had gmelina arborea seedlings
and no time to develop others. The massive programme was under
time pressure to disburse, so gmelina it was. This species, despite its
commercial advantages, inhibited undergrowth which reduced its anti-
erosion effects, and its widespread use increased the threat of pest and
disease infestation. ‘Given these problems, some analysts estimated
that the disruption of grasslands involved in planting the trees would
cause more soil loss than the surviving trees would prevent’ (Korten,
1993). As so often, standardization had bad effects, and it was rapid
scaling-up that forced the programme to abandon differentiation and
diversity.

Similar pressures are found within host-country bureaucracies, and occur
not only in donor-funded programmes and projects. In many field bur-
eaucracies, unspent funds from one year’s budget cannot be carried for-
ward to the next. This creates an annual crisis where unspent money has to
be ‘saved’ by spending it. Cement and other building materials are a con-
venient and fungible currency into which to convert cash balances. So they
are purchased in the last days of the financial year, and then have to be
used.6 This accentuates the bias of development towards the construction
of things. Off-the-shelf blueprint designs are the easiest and fastest to
adopt. Expenditures are then concentrated on stock capital items for ease
of implementation.

In sum, standard packages meet the needs of bureaucrats, enabling them
to exercise authority and control, to set targets, to streamline monitoring
and supervision, and to spend their budgets. Meeting these needs leads to
the transfer of pre-set packages and patterns. These packages and patterns
then act as carriers, the means by which bureaucratic centres extend their
control and imprint their reality on peripheries.
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Model-Ts and the transfer of technology

North-South dominance, normal professionalism, normal careers and
normal bureaucracy interlock in the top-down, centre-outwards paradigm
of the transfer of technology (TOT). In this pervasive paradigm, techno-
logy is developed by highly educated professionals in the controlled and
well-endowed environments of central places — laboratories, workshops,
research stations, greenhouses — and then passed to field staff to use or
transfer. In the common mode, the technology is uniform: mass-produced
as a standard package, a single variety of a tree or crop, a standard
practice to be applied everywhere, or a mass-produced piece of hardware.
These can be described as Model-T approaches,” programmes and pack-
ages, remembering Henry Ford’s perhaps apocryphal remark that Amer-
icans could have their Model-T automobile any colour they liked as long
as it was black.8

Old Henry Ford the First, now dead
reputedly, while living, said
Americans should never lack

their Model-Ts, so long as black.

This way of acting still persists
Professionals are reductionists
And bureaucrats embrace the norm
that programmes should be uniform.

The poor are look-alikes and weak

We know their needs. They need not speak.
Our mass production’s sure to please

Let’s make our programmes Model-Ts.

In the Indian Green Revolution, you could grow any wheat you liked as
long as it was the new HY'V Sonora; in social forestry you could grow any
tree you liked as long as it was Eucalyptus — until eucalyptus fell from
favour; you could plant any multi-purpose tree in agroforestry as long as it
was Leucaena (Leucaena leucocephala) (but this has been partly aban-
doned because of vulnerability to pest attack); or you could establish any
anti-erosion grass as long as it was the Vetiver grass (Vetiveria zizanoides)
promoted by the World Bank.

The Model-T transfer-of-technology model has selective strengths. It can
work or be made to work under three conditions:

O Where a robust physical technology can be effective in a wide range of
environments: in India, two examples have been blackboards for
schools, and the India Mark 2 handpump for water.

O Where there is a tightly regulated and predictable receiving environ-
ment. An example is the human or animal body, which has enabled
immunization programmes, with their universal inputs, to be one of the
big successes of development. The elimination of smallpox, and the near
elimination of polio bear testimony to this.
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O Where the receiving environment can be readily controlled and stand-
ardized. This applied to some irrigated, fertilized land in the Green
Revolution. o

Often, though, receiving environments differ from those in which tech-
nologies have been developed, being more complex, more diverse, less
controllable and more risk-prone. The technologies then cannot on any
scale fit local conditions or human needs. Model-T misfits are many. It is
almost morbid to review them. But they have to be faced. They are en-
demic in the TOT approach. To illustrate, examples will be taken from
agriculture, and from management procedures.

Model-Ts in agriculture

Normally, seed-breeding has taken place on research stations and in labor-
atories. In the classical modes for industrial and green-revolution agricul-
ture, as in India, conditions were controlled to maximize yield per unit
area, but with attention to disease-resistance and other characteristics. By
the eighth generation there could be over 200 lines. The breeder would
then select from these a very few, perhaps three, to go for multi-locational
testing. After those tests, a committee would decide which varieties could
be certified, released, and made available for large-scale seed production.
Typically, the result was a widely adaptable variety to be mass produced,
and a package of practices through which the environment (E) was to be
modified to fit the genotype (G), rather than a basket of different varieties
from which farmers could choose to suit their diverse conditions.? ‘

Bean breeding in Rwanda is an illustration. The formal breeding pro-
gramme there focused efforts on yield, with disease resistance a secondary
consideration. Breeders sought ‘a few widely-adapted cultivars to accom-
modate large-scale centralized seed production’ (Sperling et al., in press).
Farmers were offered only two to five options, the tip of a selection funnel
originally numbering some 200 entries (Sperling and Scheidegger, 1995).
But a consequence of this search for Model-Ts was that only 10 per cent of
the 50-odd bush bean cultivars tested on-farm in the previous decade were
still being grown, with most on the decline. In contrast with scientists’
limited criteria, farmers evaluated beans against at least 15 different cri-
teria. A Rwandan farmer might test 75-100 varieties in her lifetime (Sper-
ling, 1992). It was not wide adaptability but a wide choice for local and
personal fit that they wanted, with the poor preferring short-cycle varieties.

Seed breeding in Europe presents a variant on these processes. To be
certified, new seeds must usually pass a DUS test: they must be distinct
(distinguishable from others on the market), uniform (all individuals of a
variety must be the same), and stable (salient traits must be passed on from
one generation to the next). In Europe, a variety which does not pass the
DUS test may not legally be sold! This effectively excludes from the mar-
ket a huge range of genetically diverse varieties of cereals, fruit, vegetables
and other crops (Pimbert, 1993: 78). This is to the advantage of large-scale
seed-breeding companies which can mass produce their (Model-T) seeds in
large batches, and sell them through their distribution networks, while the
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small person is marginalized or excluded. As so often, regulation favours
the large against the small and the upper against the lower, with a loss of
diversity and a reinforced centralization of power, control and wealth.

In agriculture, the Model-T approach has proved robustly sustainable.
The classical Green Revolution in India and China, based on this approach,
was spectacularly successful in increasing production where there was as-
sured irrigation, good infrastructure, and access to inputs. This very success
misled a whole generation of agricultural scientists. It reinforced beliefs
that agricultural scientists knew what technology would be good for
farmers in all conditions. What scientists were slow to realize was that in
the Green Revolution, it was as though the research station itself was
transferred: through irrigation, fertilizers and pesticides, its conditions
were reproduced on farmers’ fields. E (the environment) was modified to
fit G (the genotype). But this is not feasible for the complex, diverse and
risk-prone agriculture of most resource-poor and rainfed farmers who can-
not so modify and control their environments. They do not need a package
of practices but a basket of choices, to enhance their ability to respond to
and exploit varied conditions. In the automobile analogy, they need a
Toyota-type choice, coming in many colours, not a Model-T. The TOT
approach, in which scientists set priorities, conduct research on agricultural
research stations and in laboratories, and then hand over packages of
practices to agricultural extension organizations to pass on to farmers, has,
therefore, failed frequently.

This has not inhibited some of its advocates from attempting large-scale
Model-T type programmes in rainfed agriculture. The Sasakawa Global
2000 programme has sought to introduce high external input agriculture in
nine African countries (Sudan, Zambia (both terminated) and currently
Benin, Ethiopia, Ghana, Mozambique, Nigeria, Tanzania and Togo)
(Borlaug, 1992; Borlaug and Dowswell, 1995). Typically, demonstration
plots of about 0.4 hectares receive subsidized inputs including imported
fertilizer. As occurred earlier with the similar Indo-British Fertiliser Exten-
sion Programme in north-east India, it seems likely that farmers will accept
the technology with the subsidy, and then abandon it when it is withdrawn.
A presentation on the Ethiopian Global 2000 programme in Addis Ababa
in early 1996 concluded that there was light at the end of the tunnel. It
seems more likely that there is a tunnel at the end of the light.

As explanations of failure, the differences between farmers’ conditions
and those of research stations, and between farmers’ priorities and those
of scientists are now widely acknowledged. Less well recognized is the
Model-T dimension. Astonishingly, given the diversity of physical, eco-
nomic and social conditions, the same recommendations have been ex-
tended over vast areas, even entire countries. At one time, agricultural
extension promoted the same fertilizer recommendations for five districts
in Rajasthan (pers. comm. Narpat Jodha). The fertilizer reccommendation
for irrigated rice has been reported to be the same for the whole of Java
(Roling, 1992: 4). In Zambia at one stage there was one recommended
maize cultivation package for the whole country. Both scientists and
agricultural bureaucracies have sought single solutions which could go to
scale.
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The transfer of procedures (TOP)

Standardization has been applied not only to physical technology, as with
seeds and agricultural packages, but also to procedures and their sequen-
cing. TOP (the Transfer Of Procedures) requires the implementation of
standardized routines. These are types of activity in which I have myself
indulged with, at best, mixed results (Chambers, 1974). It is true that stand-
ard sequences of procedure are essential in the context of many things:
maintaining a car, carrying out surgery, getting into a computer pro-
gramme, preparing a plane for take-off. Their strict performance is also
vital in accounting. They can be essential in agriculture where there are
strict imperatives of timing and quality for processing and marketing, as
with smallholder tea in Kenya and elsewhere. The question is whether they
make sense with people and with conditions which are local, complex,
diverse, dynamic and unpredictable. Let us examine three examples of the
transfer of procedures by uppers to lowers: the Training and Visit system of
agricultural extension; the warabandi system for the distribution of irriga-
tion water; and pastoral ‘development’ in Africa.

The training and visit system (T&V)

The T&V system of agricultural extension promoted by the World Bank
was an attempt at bold and radical change. The aim was to streamline,
routinize and regulate the activities of agricultural extension agents,
simplifying the chain of command, and making their work predictable
and manageable. In India, earlier, agricultural extension was undertaken
by village level workers (VLWs) responsible not only to the Department
or Ministry of Agricuiture, but to other departments also. VLWs were
often expected to implement an impossible number and variety of
programmes. They were overwhelmed and buried under geological layers
of instructions from different masters. Reporting requirements alone
took much of their time. T&V was a management system (Benor and
Harrison, 1977) which sought to make them responsible only for
agriculture and only to one department, to programme their work so that
their supervisors would know each day where they were and what they
were doing, and to institute regular meetings and training. Under the
system

. . . schedules of work, duties and responsibilities are clearly specified
and closely supervised at all levels . . . A specific schedule of visits to
farmers’ fields is rigidly followed. The ratios of supervisory staff are such
that close supervision is easy. Frequent (weekly or fortnightly) one-day
training sessions for field-level extension staff are an integral part of the
system. In these training sessions, the extension agents are intensively
instructed in the three or four most important recommendations for the
forthcoming one or two weeks of the crop season. With this concen-
trated training received in digestible doses the extension agents can
develop a better understanding of what they are recommending. This
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enhances their confidence and makes them better able to convince the
farmers. (Benor and Harrison, 1977: 12)

There was no doubt who were uppers and who lowers; who knew and who
was ignorant.

With the weight and inducement of World Bank loans, T&V was intro-
duced on an extraordinary scale in countries of the South, first in India and
Asia, and then in Africa. By 1988 the Bank, through 512 projects, had
disbursed about US$2 billion for reform and the strengthening of agri-
cultural extension, primarily for the T&V model, or a somewhat modified
version (Antholt, 1993: 12).

Evaluations of T&V have been numerous.1? Three of the main assump-
tions of the system proved erroneous in practice. These are:

O that representative contact farmers would be identified. In practice they
were usually better-off farmers;

O that a backlog of technology suitable for farmers was available from
research, off the shelf. This was rare; and

O that agricultural extension staff would respond well to a regular routine
and close supervision. They did not. A discussion group in Nigeria, for
example, reported that: ‘It is . . . rigid and there is little room for initi-
ative. Fortnightly trainings often have nothing new to offer and people
become bored’ (ODA, 1995: 24).

T&V was a mechanistic management blueprint for the transfer of tech-
nology. As Antholt (1993: 14) observed, T&V projects had ‘tended to
further institutionalize hierarchical tendencies already existing for top-
down, centralized management, despite clear aims to the contrary’.
Standardized extension was built in, and could not fit diverse conditions
and needs.11

T&V was welcomed and adopted by some bureaucrats who gained (or
felt they gained) variously from its control orientation, the increases in
staff, vehicles and other resources, career advancement and trips to Wash-
ington. Whatever the intentions, T&V seems to have benefited uppers
rather than lowers.

By the late 1980s, the dominant discussion of the system in Asia had
shifted from promotion to post-mortem. Relatively powerful countries like
India, Malaysia and Thailand had rejected it and moved on to other ap-
proaches. For its part, the World Bank also moved on, to introduce the
system into the weaker countries of sub-Saharan Africa.

If Asian countries throw it out
it’s only they who have the clout
In Africa you can insist

they have no power to resist.

Warabandi in irrigationi2

Warabandi is a system for allocating irrigation water between users. It was
developed for and in the north-west Indian plains where the land is flat,
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rainfall low and water scarce. The system is based on timed shares of water,
with each farmer taking water from a near-constant flow for a fixed length
of time proportionate to his or her landholding. The system is routinized,
regular and standardized over large areas in the north-west (Singh, 1981;
Malhotra, 1982).

For the system of timed shares to be feasible requires four conditions:
clear land rights, stable water scarcity, channels to carry water to farmers’
fields, and a constant flow of water through a shared outlet. These condi-
tions obtain in north-west India, where land has been adjudicated, there is
little rain and so a stable shortage of water for much of the year, channels
carry water to farmers’ fields, and, above all, canal systems have been
designed to provide a constant flow day and night to groups of farmers. To
find these four conditions combined elsewhere in India is rare indeed. Yet
in 1981 the secretary of irrigation went on record as saying:

The Warabandi system should be introduced on a nation-wide basis
after one year of assessment. You can introduce it on a pilot basis in a
small area. And then you can seriously try it on the entire system. There
is no reason why you should fail provided you take all appropriate steps
... I think it will be a great success.

(Patel, 1981: 9)

A meeting of the most senior irrigation officials decided in good faith to
spread warabandi on a vast scale throughout the country. To my shame, I
was present at the two-day workshop at which this was resolved and did not
speak up as boldly as I now wish I had. I was a foreigner. I was not an
engineer. I had never managed an irrigation system. I had been invited as a
courtesy. And those taking part were senior government officials, older
than me. So it is that a lower funks responsibility, lacking the guts, push and
confidence to assert his or her reality. But even if I had spoken up more, I
doubt whether it would have made any difference. The World Bank
wanted a big programme, The government wanted a big programme. A big
programme was what they got. The seventh Five Year Plan carried a target
of 8 million hectares to be placed under warabandi (GOI, 1985: 96).

It was tragic. What could be transferred, and inspected, was the outward
and visible sign of warabandi, the metal notice boards erected to show
names and times of turns. But they were not timetables but tombstones,
rusting relics for archeological students of error. The top-down, centre-
outwards, standard Model-T was a misfit, and the ignorance and misper-
ceptions on which this policy was based was little short of staggering.

Pastoral development

A history of pastoral ‘development’ in the drier areas of sub-Saharan Af-
rica would read like the afflictions of Job. Few domains can claim such
consistent failure. The ranch model was developed especially in the United
States mainly for a single product, meat, and to be labour-sparing. The
model was transferred to Kenya in the late 1950s and early 1960s, and
christened the Texas system. The range was to be divided into four areas of
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roughly equal ‘carrying capacity’ for livestock. A fixed quota of animals
was to be permitted. Each block was then to be depastured in rotation for
exactly four months.13 In this way, each block was to have 12 months rest
before being grazed again. Whether such an astonishingly rigid system was
ever used by ranchers in the United States may be questioned. It would be
difficult to conceive a worse system for the conditions experienced by
pastoralists in Africa. But visiting experts from the North sought to transfer
to the powerless periphery of the South this engineering model of manage-
ment, rigid, mechanical and insensitive, to be enforced for the good of the
weak and ignorant. As Ian Scoones has written: ‘. . . the transfer of tech-
nology approach is wholly inappropriate for the highly variable, unpredict-
able and complex environments found in pastoral areas’ (Scoones, 1994: 7).

To attempt, as I did, to introduce inflexible rules into such environments
has to be seen as an act of extraordinarily insensitive arrogance. Not only
was the rigid ranch model a mindless misfit, but the very idea of transfer
was misguided. The reality of the experience of pastoralism in Africa has to
generate its own solutions.

T&V, warabandi, and the rigid ranch model share common features: all
are top-down, centre-outwards, control-oriented and intended to standardize
and regulate behaviour. In practice, none could fit or serve local complex,
diverse, dynamic and unpredictable conditions. All three required exact tim-
ing: in T&V, a regular and predictable weekly or fortnightly routine; in
warabandi, taking water at the same time for the same duration each week;
and in the rigid ranch model, opening and closing grazing blocks every four
months. But conditions always varied by season, vagaries of weather, water
supply, diseases, price and market, not to mention differences by household
and farm. All three management systems concentrated power upwards; but
only by shifting power downwards could local diversity be served. And all
three demoralized front-line staff who found themselves more supervised
and less trusted, were forced to dissemble to their superiors, and made to
appear foolish to their clients by implementing programmes they knew made
no sense. So, as attempts to impose procedures and transfer reality, T&V,
warabandi outside north-west India, and the rigid ranch model have always
or almost always failed and been abandoned.14

Dominant realities

Top-down centre—periphery transfers are found worldwide. They have
benefits as well as costs. At their best, they can lead to huge gains like the
elimination of smallpox, the sharp reduction of polio, and the spread of
literacy. At their worst, Model-Ts, whether of technologies or of time-
bound procedures, demoralize staff and harm people trying to gain liveli-
hoods in local conditions. Normal professionalism, teaching, careers and
bureaucracy help to explain how bad policies and programmes are gener-
ated, and how it is that uppers seek to implement them, and to transfer
their realities to lowers. In part they help to understand the errors de-
scribed in Chapter 2. But a puzzle remains. Inappropriate Model-T ap-
proaches have proved robustly sustainable. On a wide scale, they continue
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to override local priorities, inhibit participation, obliterate diversity, and
disseminate technologies which do not fit the local needs of the poorer.
How and why is it that error becomes so embedded? How and why is it that
for so long we do not learn?

We can return to Charles Dickens for a clue. In Hard Times, Mr
Gradgrind, several times an upper (male, middle class, middle-aged, and
benefactor) speaks to Sissy Jupe, several times a lower (female, lower class,
young, and dependent as a pupil in his charity school):

‘Sissy is not a name,’ said Mr. Gradgrind. ‘Don’t call yourself Sissy. Call
yourself Cecilia.’

‘It’s father as calls me Sissy, sir,” returned the young girl, in a trem-
bling voice, and with another curtsy.

‘Then he has no business to do it,” said Mr. Gradgrind. ‘Tell him he
mustn’t. Cecilia Jupe. Let me see. What is your father?’

‘He belongs to the horse-riding, if you please, sir.’

Mr. Gradgrind frowned, and waved off the objectionable calling with
his hand.

‘We don’t want to know anything about that here. You mustn’t tell us
about that here . . .".

(Hard Times, Ch. 2)

The upper rejects discordant feedback. He relabels the lower and redefines
her reality for her. He seeks to transfer his reality. He wants it to be his
reality that counts. What prevents him learning in this case is not profes-
sionalism or bureaucracy. It is his dominant behaviour, person to person. It
is his power.
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5
All Power Deceives

In the final analysis, power is the right to have your definition of reality
prevail over other people’s definition of reality.
Dorothy Rowe, 1989: 16

For learning, power is a disability. Part of the explanation of persistent error
lies in interpersonal power relations. Powerful professionals can impose
their realities. For many years psychoanalysts sustained the belief that child
sex abuse was a fantasy. Uppers’ learning is impeded by personal domin-
ance, distance, denial and blaming the victim. For their part, lowers defend
themselves through what they select to show and tell, diplomacy, and deceit.
Self-deception and mutual deception sustain myths.! Questionnaire surveys
tend to confirm the realities of uppers, imposing their constructs and mirror-
ing their realities. Uppers, especially senior males, patriarchs and academics,
are vulnerable to being out-of-touch and out-of-date. Multiple channels of
positive misinformation mislead the World Bank and the self-deceiving state.
Believing becomes seeing. All power deceives, and exceptional power de-
ceives exceptionally.

Power as disability

What sort of people we are and how we interact are fundamental to learn-
ing and action. Yet these are gaps in development studies. Development
actions and inactions, policies, programmes, projects, research studies,
evaluations, all these are decided on and acted through by people. If people
acted differently, the outcomes would be different. To make such a self-
evident point seems almost an insult.

Those most able to act are the powerful. In development, power is
usually seen as an asset. It is a means to getting things done. Those who
work their way up and become presidents, ministers, permanent and prin-
cipal secretaries, directors-general and chief executives do, after all, have
huge scope for changing things for the better. Many of the good things
which have been achieved have been initiated through the guts, vision and
commitment of one or a few people at the top.

But there is another side to the coin: power as disability. All who are
powerful are by definition uppers, sometimes uppers many times over.
Others relate to them as lowers. In their daily lives multiple uppers are
vulnerable to acquiescence, deference;, flattery, and placation. They are not
easily contradicted or corrected: ‘Their word goes’. It becomes easy and
tempting for them, like Mr Gradgrind, to impose their realities and deny
those of others. It becomes difficult for them to learn. The views of uppers
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are often pnv1leged supposed to be empirically true and morally right. But
as we have seen in earlier chapters, the realities of socially dominant pro-
fessionals are often neither true nor right. With apologies to Lord Acton,
the question can then be posed: whether all power tends to deceive; and
whether exceptional power deceives exceptionally.2

In exploring power relationships as a source of error, we can draw on the
examples in Chapter 2. But we are concerned with a field much wider than
development. There are insights from power and error in other settings,
disciplines and professions. Since it is the interpersonal that has been so
neglected in development, it is fitting to turn to a professional activity
where interpersonal interactions are central, namely psychotherapy. We
can ask whether there are examples there of interpersonal power generat-
ing and sustaining error, and whether there are lessons to be learnt from
the experience.

Whose reality? Whose fantasy?

Among the most powerful professionals, at the personal level, are psy-
choanalysts. There are several reasons. They derive authority from their
long training, as therapists concerned with the mind, and sometimes in
addition as doctors concerned with the body. They are an organized and
exclusive guild. They are believed to hold special insights into psycholo-
gical disorders. Those who come to them as clients are defined as pa-
tients, people who are mentally disturbed. The patients are further
isolated and weakened by the therapists’ emotional distance and lack of
eye contact. In classical psychoanalysis, the patient lies on a couch while
the psychoanalyst sits in a chair. The patient is meant to free-associate,
without defences. The psychoanalyst is meant to remain detached and not
to reveal personal information. Professionally, personally and physically,
the psychoanalyst is a multiple upper, exceptionally powerful and
defended. The patient, a multiple lower, is exceptionally weak and
vulnerable.

If power is a disability, one would then expect the psychoanalysts to be
exceptionally open to error. This does indeed seem to be borne out. There
is evidence (see e.g. Webster, 1995) that Freud and many psychoanalysts
following him have held a belief that was wrong.

The belief, sustained from the turn of the century until the 1980s, was
that the child sex abuse reported by patients was a fantasy.3 Freud evolved
the theory that young children were sexually attracted to their parents of
the opposite sex. So women’s accounts of incest came to be interpreted as
fantasies of wish-fulfilment, not events which had happened. It seems now
beyond reasonable doubt that Freud and his successor psychoanalysts were
often wrong (see e.g. Rowe, 1989; Masson, 1989, 1992; Sanderson, 1990;
Karle, 1992; Webster, 1995) and that child sex abuse, in the West at least, is
both common and deeply damaging. Where a woman recounted the reality
of incestuous abuse, the psychoanalysts were trained to deny that reality,
interpreting it as a manifestation of her sexual desire for the abuser. They
blamed the victim. In the words of Janet Radcliffe Richards (1992): ‘If the
therapists had actually conspired with the abusers to drive the victims to
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madness and despair, it is hard to see how they could have done better’.
The fantasy, it seems, was Freud’s.

The important question is how such highly trained and intelligent pro-
fessionals, the professed and acknowledged experts, could have been so
wrong for so long; and whether the answer can help identify, explain and
overcome errors embedded in development beliefs and practices. Among
others, four possible explanations stand out:

(1) There was a sequence of conditioning and brainwashing and of the
‘transfer of reality’. Psychoanalysts underwent prolonged professional
training which required them to be psychoanalysed themselves, and so
to internalize the beliefs, constructs, and system of interpretation of
psychoanalysis. That system was then transferred to the patient.

(2) Dominance and distance were maintained by the social and profes-
sional detachment of the upper. The psychoanalyst sat while the
patient lay on a couch. His (most were men)# authority was based on a
mystique of difficult texts and esoteric jargon. Treatment was not sub-
ject to evaluation. Those who might have evaluated it, the patients,
were powerless lowers: they were mostly women confronting a pat-
riarchal power structure, deeply distressed, stigmatized as mad or men-
tally ill, isolated and unable to meet others and to organize, had no one
to appeal to, and were anyway the last people to be regarded as cred-
ible or willing witnesses.

(3) The reality of the patient was rejected, denied and reframed to fit the
beliefs of the psychoanalyst, who was thereby prevented from learning.
The upper was assumed to be right, and the lower wrong.

(4) The upper blamed the victim. The lower was pretending to be a victim,
denying the ‘reality’ of her sexual desire and blamed for continuing to
be disturbed. The message was: ‘You have misperceived reality’, the
psychotherapist says to the patient. You must try harder. “If you don’t
get better, it is your fault.” > (Rowe 1989: 14).

Combined, these factors can be seen as impediments to learning by the
psychoanalyst, as well as to the therapeutic process for the patient. The
psychoanalyst was also a victim — of training and conditioning, of being
dominant and distant, of being able to reject, deny and reframe the pa-
tient’s reality, and of being able to blame her. Together, these made it
almost impossible for him to learn from her.

Uppers’ impediments

The same impediments are found among development professionals rein-
forced by others from the examples of error in Chapter 2. Let us consider
them in turn.

Conditioning

The vertical transfer of reality occurs with all development bureaucrats and
professionals through their education, training and socialization; and many
then seek to transfer their reality in turn to the poor and the weak. While
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the conditioning can rarely be as intrusive or radical as that of psychoana-
lytic training, the imprinting can be deep and strong, leading to the intern-
alization and adoption of normal professional concepts, values, beliefs,
methods and behaviours.

Dominance

Some dominance and superiority is biologically and socially pre-set (see p.
59), especially when derived from ethnic group and gender; people are
born into races, castes, tribes and nationalities, with socially defined rela-
tive status and power; and in most societies men are defined as uppers and
women as lowers, reinforced by socially embedded gender roles, by power
structures and by the bottom line that men are taller and stronger and can
shout louder.

Interpersonal dominance and superiority are also established, expressed
and reinforced physically, socially and in behaviour in many combinations
in the encounters between uppers and lowers, for example, between donors
and recipients, seniors and juniors, officials and local people, and scientists
and farmers. Some of its dimensions are:

O Speech. Words are chosen to impress and mystify. A forester uses Latin
names for indigenous plants, a scientist uses words he knows local
people will not understand.5 Outsiders in the presence of local people
use a language associated with power and superiority, often English.
Dominance is expressed through interrupting, monopolizing conversa-
tions, not listening, lecturing, shouting, disagreement, and many forms of
disparagement and rudeness.

O Behaviour. Non-verbal and spatial ways of expressing superiority and
dominance are many: holding the stick, wagging the finger, frowning,
looking down on people, sitting at a higher level, making lowers
physically lower (sitting on mats or in classroom rows, or even prostrat-
ing themselves), impatience, looking at one’s watch, sniffing, twitching
the moustache, and simply keeping at a distance.

O Accessories. Superiority and authority are expressed through dress (clas-
sically the jacket and tie for men), dark glasses, shoes, uniforms, brief-
cases, files, clipboards and notebooks, maps, papers and pens, guns,
radios, vehicles, food and drink, and any physical technology which it is
sought to transfer from upper to lower.

O Associates. Superiority is also sought and strengthened through choice of
whom to associate with. Uppers associate with lowers who are uppers in
their own social contexts: men with men; the educated with the edu-
cated; English-speakers with English-speakers, French-speakers with
French-speakers, Portuguese-speakers with Portuguese-speakers,
Spanish-speakers with Spanish-speakers; high class or caste with high
class or caste; extension agents with progressive farmers. The status of
both parties is then mutually reinforced.

These points are so widespread and so well known in development practice
that they have rarely been deemed worthy to note. I know of no book
devoted mainly to the behaviour of development professionals.®
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Distance

Distance for the psychoanalyst was largely social and professional. In de-
velopment, distance takes several forms: isolation and remoteness, keeping
at a distance, and avoidance.

(1) Isolation and remoteness. Many planners and economists are co-
cooned in comfortable (centrally heated, air-conditioned) offices,
with their exposure to the world of ordinary people largely limited to
commuting, shopping, bars, tourism and, for some, brief visits to a
rural home. Their physical isolation is compounded by an illusion of
instant contact through fax, e-mail, statistics and other proxies for
people. The more powerful they are, so too the more centrally loc-
ated they are, the further from the real experience of poor people,
and the more vulnerable to delusion. Power, distance, isolation and
ignorance correlate.

Given who they are, and where they are, it is understandable:

O how macro-economists in Washington and other capitals so badly
neglected the effects of structural adjustment policies on the poor —
whom they had not met;

O how policymakers and scientists the world over could have supposed
that post-harvest losses at the village level were 30 to 40 per cent —
when they had never been to villages and measured them;

O how multi-purpose wheeled toolcarriers could have been supposed
to be successful — when they were developed in the privileged isola-
tion of laboratories and research stations, not with farmers in
farmers’ conditions;

© how woodfuel forecasts could have been so wildly wrong — when
those who made them were sitting at computers making assumptions
uncomplicated by exposure to the complexities of how poor people
actually cope;

O how engineers in Delhi could have supposed that one system of
water distribution under canal irrigation could be applied all over
India — where they had not, and could not, have been.

For all these, out of sight was not just out of mind; out of sight was

fantasized.

(2) Keeping at a distance. Distance can be deliberate. Relegating to a
distance is a way to marginalize whatever is new or threatening.” When
additional disciplines are recruited, far from their new insights and
approaches being made central, they are often forced physically to the
fringe. The first agricultural economist appointed to the Indian Council
for Agricultural Research in Delhi was allocated an office at the fur-
thest extreme of the headquarters building, and three months after
arriving was still struggling to obtain basic office furniture. In the late
1980s, in the Ministry of Health in Khartoum, nutrition was not in the
main building but outside in the last hut up against a wall (Richard
Longhurst, pers. comm.).8 Physically marginalized, it then becomes
harder for new insights and disciplines to inform policy and practice,
and past patterns (and often errors) are more likely to persist.
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(3) Avoidance. Whatever threatens personally, with dangers to ego, comfort
and self-esteem, can be avoided. This takes many forms: the place not
visited, the people not met, the remarks not listened to, the telephone
call not made, the report not read. Certainly I, and perhaps some readers
too, try habitually to avoid conflict, unpleasantness and humiliation.
Understandably, many uppers avoid situations and information which
confront their power, or where they may be shamed. But the conse-
quence is that they — we — lose opportunities to learn, and errors more
plausibly persist. So those who are senior, central, well paid and power-
ful avoid contact with those who are junior, peripheral, poor and weak,
except sometimes in specially controlled conditions.

Avoidance can prevent uncomfortable learning. Independent re-
searchers were once invited to a workshop at the World Bank to pre-
sent their findings from field research on a World Bank-supported
project. These were negative, contradicting a mid-term review. One
staff member from the review team listened, was convinced, and said
he regretted his mistakes, but other staff members, also involved, did
not even attend. If they were avoiding learning, it worked. By not
being present, they did not have to know. Failure could be shut out;
learning did not have to take place; past errors remained buried; and
present error was sustained.

Denial

A common reaction of uppers to discordant information and to the realities
presented by lowers is denial through rejection or reframing.

Rejection has been the fate of much new truth. Sometimes the new is
wrong. But again and again, when right, it has been rejected. The long and
honourable roll-call of those who have suffered persecution or vilification
includes Copernicus and Galileo with the great reversal of the earth going
round the sun, and Alfred Wegener with the theory of continental drift.
Rupert Sheldrake’s (1981) book A New Science of Life, which proposed
conventional scientific testing of a new theory, provoked the editor of
Nature to write an editorial ‘A book for burning?’ (ibid, second edition
1987: 225-7) The dismissive intolerance shown by many normal scientists
towards those who research into extra-sensory perception, psychokinesis,
precognition and other psychical phenomena is another example.® In 1996
a leading journal of development rejected an article (Satterthwaite, 1996)
which found, contrary to common belief, a notable slow-down in the
growth rate of many major cities and many nations’ urban populations
during the 1980s, and little evidence of unprecedented rates of urban
change in the South when compared to historic or contemporary rates of
urban change in Europe and North America. But as Thomas Henry Huxley
wrote: ‘It is the customary fate of new truths to begin as heresies and to end
as superstitions’. One wonders how much of today’s normal science and
rhetoric will be seen by future scientists as superstition.

Rejection can take many forms, including discrediting those responsible,
questioning the methods used, denying the evidence, citing contrary evid-
ence, or simply asserting contrary knowledge. In Guinea, for example,
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authorities were so convinced of degradation in the forest-savannah transi-
tion zone that they had not compared aerial photographs and satellite
images they had commissioned with those available from 1952. Leach and
Fairhead (1994: 4) report that:

The incredulous reactions of forestry staff when presented with 1952-90
air-photograph comparisons showing increased woody vegetation led
them to a sceptical search for ways to render the comparison invalid (the
photographs were taken in atypical years, or incomparable seasons . . .)

In other parts of West Africa, similarly surprising results have simply been
disbelieved and dismissed, as with this statement: ‘A comparison of the
information from the two surveys gives an increase in woody biomass in the
early 1980s. This is highly improbable, and is undoubtedly an artefact of
different research methodologies . . .” (Price, 1992). In Thailand, when un-
expected impacts from rhizobium inoculation of soya were encountered,
‘these were at first simply not believed’ (Hall and Clark, 1995: 1609).

There are subtleties here. What happens can be more nuanced than
straight rejection or denial. In India, a consultants’ report on a new
approach to distributing irrigation water interpreted research results as
showing marked benefits. These included higher and more uniform
yields, and less time taken to irrigate. On analysing the same data, I
found the conclusions unjustified.1® A meeting was called with the con-
sultants. My points were more or less accepted, but then the matter was
consigned to an indeterminate limbo.ll Nothing was done. Far from
being rejected or modified, the consultants’ conclusions were published
unchanged (Chadha, 1981), and without reference to the criticisms.
Perhaps there was too much at stake. The consultants knew that the
World Bank, which had commissioned the study, was keen to justify the
new approach. They knew what result was wanted. Supported by the
consultants’ unchanged report, the new approach was implemented on a
large scale. So, even if bad news is reported, it may be avoided, rejected
or finessed out of sight.

Reframing is also a form of denial. Diverse and discordant realities are
given professional labels or fitted into stereotypes. Uppers’ categories for
the personal realities of lowers are often negative. Psychoanalysts reframed
the realities of the victims of incestuous abuse as fantasy (see e.g. Sander-
son, 1990: 24). Whether in psychiatry or development, labelling can disem-
power lowers and deny their complex and diverse reality. In the words of a
psychiatric patient, the label for a disorder

. . . does not help the professional or the individual to understand what
is happening or what would assist the individual. It stops the individual
from owning the experience and finding his/her own language and inter-
pretation. Disempowerment of this kind drives people crazy . . . in cat-
egorizing the distress the distress itself is not acknowledged.
(Pembroke, 1994: 42-3, emphasis in original)

So too in development, professional labels and categories — in fields as
diverse as agriculture, engineering, forestry, medicine, and soil science —
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Table 5.1: Acceptability of explanations of error and failure

Explanation Prescription Acceptability to uppers
Lowers’ moral defects: Lowers reform High

lazy, stupid themselves

Lowers’ ignorance Uppers teach lowers

Lack of resources Increase resources

Uppers’ ignorance Lowers teach uppers

Uppers’ moral defects: Uppers reform

ego, greed, short-sight themselves Low

can impose alien frames which distort and disempower. Pioneer farmers
are squatters or encroachers; local remedies are superstitions; and a whole
lexicon of adjectives (conservative, ignorant, indolent, irresponsible, lazy,
primitive, short-sighted, stubborn and the like), when used for the poor,
disparage, distort and so deny their reality.

Blaming the lower

To blame the victim is perhaps the most widespread and popular defence.
It flatters uppers and flattens lowers. There is a hierarchy of acceptability to
uppers of different explanations of error and failure (see Table 5.1).

Uppers usually prefer to blame lowers, and usually prefer explanations
and prescriptions which require that lowers change rather than that they
themselves or other uppers change. So Freud and the psychoanalysts
blamed the female victims of sex abuse, requiring them to change, and
rejected or did not entertain the idea that other uppers might have been
responsible. One may wonder whether and how much something similar is
found in development.

With environmental degradation, for example, as with psychoanalysis, the
normal reflex is to blame the long-term victim, not the short-term exploiter.
This blame is linked easily with what appears the proximate cause. The photo-
graph on the dust cover of the green book shows a farmer in the foreground
with a smoking, charred forest behind, burnt for shifting cultivation. But such
farmers are often victims, moving in only after much of their forest has been
destroyed. As Fairhead and Leach (1994: 11) observed for Guinea

. .. the image of the rural farmer as environmental destroyer, and of the
need for modernization of resource management and farming tech-
niques, conforms to and helps to justify the self-distinction of urban
intellectuals as relatively more ‘civilized’ of ‘globalized’.

They conclude (Fairhead and Leach, forthcoming) that if their analysis is
correct, the people living in the approximately 25 million hectares of the
forest zone of West Africa which has been only mythically deforested
during this century are owed an apology, for they have been blamed for
damage they have not caused.
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There is no photograph on the dust jacket of the green book of the global
person, corpulent, male, middle-aged, suited and cigar-smoking, who grows
wealthy on the huge hardwoods that were first cut out of the forest. (If
there were, he might sue.) Fat contractors, corrupt politicians, international
companies, and consumers of the North, like the child sex abusers, are
hidden from sight. The abuse, whether sexual or environmental, by the
upper, is an irreversible act which is hidden or passes out of sight. The
damage to the victims is lasting and manifest, a stigma or loss for which
they are then held responsible.

So agricultural researchers and extensionists blame farmers when they
do not adopt packages of practices, instead of asking whether the packages
are wrong; staff of multinational banks blame poor countries which resist
policies of structural adjustment, instead of campaigning for the abolition
of debts incurred through their own past lending policies. Who apologizes?
Who sees even the cause for apology? Better to blame the victim than to
bear the responsibility oneself.

Lowers’ strategies

In power relations, vulnerable lowers have their own strategies. They can
conform, and adopt and internalize the paradigms of uppers, accepting the
transfer of reality. They can speak out, rebel and reject. Or they can follow
a middle course of diplomacy and deceit. It is this middle course that most
misleads.

Three main manifestations of this stand out: selective presentation;
diplomacy; and deceit.

Selective presentation

Lowers select where uppers go, what they see and whom they meet. In the
domain of development this takes two related forms:

(1) Islands of salvation. These are villages, areas, projects, schools, clinics
or organizations which have received special treatment. Potemkin vil-
lages are the archetype. To an astonishing degree, a single village or
project can be quoted and requoted at conferences and in papers with-
out any analysis of its atypicality. One village, Ralegaon Shindi, in
Maharashtra, has been repeatedly cited as a model for sustainable
environmental management, although accounts agree that it has most
exceptional and unusual leadership. The Mohini Water Cooperative
Society, a canal irrigation cooperative and the recipient of extraord-
inarily privileged treatment from government, has been the source of a
myth accepted by both the Planning Commission in India (GOI, 1985:
82) and authorities outside the country. To quote one, ‘In Gujarat
State in India, the irrigation agency sells water volumetrically in bulk
to cooperatives, which distribute it and collect fees from their mem-
bers’ (Repetto, 1986: 33). Mohini was, in fact, probably almost alone in
this respect. The myth of water co-operatives in Gujarat had a capacity
to spread not shared at that time by the institution itself (Chambers,
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1988b: 59-62). Or take the T&V system of agricultural extension.
When T&V was pioneered in India in the Chambal Command Area, it
achieved ‘apparently astonishing success’, but this could be attributed
to the ‘pilot project effect’ — because the World Bank was intensively
involved, staff were therefore motivated, and irrigation and input sup-
plies arrived on time (Moore, 1984: 306-7). Nurtured and protected
specially, islands of salvation systematically mislead. '

(2) Rural development tourism (the brief rural visit by the urban-based
outsider, often a senior person). This reinforces the island-of-salvation
effect, being often directed to special places and people. Nationally
renowned projects near capital cities are favourites for visits by VIPs.
At a humbler level, local development staff have often had a special
village, and special ‘tame’ people in that village, to solve the problem
of how to give visitors a good impression. Visits by senior officers are
usually planned and orchestrated by local staff to ensure carefully
selected perception: in agricultural extension, farmers are rehearsed in
the answers they are to give; in canal irrigation, an irrigation committee
is mustered, though it exists only when visitors are around; and in
watershed development, the area visited follows the road along the top
of a ridge where erosion created by bad conservation works is not to be
seen. Experienced staff package their tours; for example, in the
Maheshwaram watershed near Hyderabad in India, they had both a
‘two-hour’, and a ‘four-hour treatment’ for visitors.

Rural development tourism has other built-in biases against the per-
ception of poverty and meeting with poor people (Chambers, 1983: 10-
25). The farmer visited is resource-rich (and known variously as a mas-
ter, model, demonstration, progressive, or contact farmer) and can show
the package of practices in the field before presenting the visitor’s book
to be signed. In India, the same poor person who has been provided with
a milch buffalo is shown off to a succession of visitors to the village, and
has been carefully coached and supported by staff to present an impres-
sion of dutiful success. Only the best is shown and seen. Worse, the more
senior and influential the visitor, the more elaborate the preparations,
and the more biased the impressions. The glowing words of the VIP or
VVIP in the visitor’s book then reflect not the wider reality, but the
extent to which the visitor was misled, in turn a tribute to the skill and
care with which the visit was arranged and managed.

Diplomacy

Top—down, North-South, centre—outwards patterns of administration and
control give personal and financial reasons for conforming to professional
and bureaucratic norms, and imposing these on others. This gives rise to a
spectrum of distortion, from the mildest massaging of syntax to outright
falsification of figures and bald lying. Many influences (bureaucratic, polit-
ical, personal, commercial, corrupt, criminal) induce these deceptions, me-
diated through everything from the quiet word, and ‘nudge-nudge, wink-
wink’, to outright bribery, blackmail, physical threats and murder. At one
end of the spectrum is diplomatic discretion; at the other, downright deceit.
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Diplomatic discretion takes many forms. Errors are not paraded.
Failures are forgotten. Silence is kept on sensitive subjects. Bad news is not
reported. Figures are chosen which show things in a favourable light. Con-
frontation is avoided. Uppers are flattered in subtle and not so subtle ways.
Such discretion is common in three contexts: with foreign-funded projects,
with private consultants and with local people.

National hosts for foreign-funded projects take care to be nice to the
donors who fund them. They do not want to scare money away. The bigger
the donor, the more marked the niceness. So it has been that the impres-
sion has been sustained that the T&V system (pp. 71-2) was working in
countries where it seems it was not. Typical remarks have been: ‘I can’t talk
about this in the office’; ‘It is as much as my job is worth to criticize’; ‘It is
not working but I cannot say so’; ‘To talk against T&V was next to treason’;
‘There is what is in my report, and there is my opinion’.

For their part, consultants and commissioned researchers also often feel
constrained to be prudent. Their livelihood security, after all, may depend
on it. They do not want to bite the hand that feeds them. Self-censorship is
common (and who is without guilt?) among those who write up research
and consultancy reports. So reports are toned down, statistics selected and
syntax softened, to smooth the sharp edges. Findings are interpreted in a
favourable light. Similarly, bids for competitive contracts contain mislead-
ing claims: a consultant says: ‘I do not believe in PRA [participatory rural
appraisal], but they want it, so I have put it in’.

Local people, too, are often skilled in discretion. They know what to do
when visitors come. A community has its experts who know how to handle
outsiders and what to say and show. The first task is to find out what threats
or opportunities visitors may be bringing. It is then a question of saying and
showing whatever will minimize penalties and maximize gains. The priority
needs of the community then coincide happily with what the visitor has to
offer. From Namibia, the following exchange was reported (1995) between
a villager and a visitor after a needs appraisal for a pre-set sectoral
programme:

‘If we had been different people, would you have said you had the
same priority need?’
‘Of course not. Do you think we are stupid?’

Deceit

Diplomatic discretion is in a continuum with the downright deceit of mis-
reporting and lies. With internal bureaucratic reporting, there are interac-
tions between:

O time-bound target-setting imposed top-down;

o performance judged on the reported achievement of targets;
O a punitive style of management;

O an overload of reporting (making exact reporting impossible);
O corruption (with facts to conceal or figures to change); and

O political influence.
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Where any of these conditions exist, and more so when they combine,
performance tends to be exaggerated, and targets reported achieved when
they have not been. This can be ordered explicitly. In both Africa and Asia
I have heard quite senior officials complain that their political masters had
demanded that they falsify figures to give a better picture. There can also
be tacit connivance between uppers and lowers. The remarks of a district
agricultural officer to his subordinates in India in the early 1970s may
reflect conditions which still persist: “‘We have achieved all our targets. Do
you understand? Make the necessary arrangements in your blocks’. The
achievement of targets then becomes ‘a largely book-keeping affair’
(Mook, 1974: 143).

When, in this style of management, targets are raised annually, mis-
reporting mounts. This occurred in India for the area under high-yielding
varieties (HYV) of rice. For 1972-73, officially reported figures for the area
under paddy HYVs in two faluks (administrative areas) in North Arcot
District in Tamil Nadu were 39 and 48 per cent respectively, but a survey in
12 representative villages gave a figure of only 13 per cent (Chambers and
Wickremanayake, 1977). In one of the villages, the survey showed less than
50 per cent adoption, but the reports of the hapless village-level worker
had risen to 95 per cent, leaving him nowhere to go and the problem of how
to conceal the truth from visiting senior officers. A growing divergence
between report and reality places stress on the reporter, who is then driven
to make up the appearances of reality cosmetically as well as numerically.

Where donors are involved, figures may be selected, misreported or
invented in order to gain advantage. With post-harvest losses of grain at
the village level, there was

often the temptation to cite ‘worst case’ figures to dramatize the prob-
lem. In some cases there is the temptation to exaggerate the figures of
loss particularly if there is a prospect that high figures of loss will prompt
aid or grants from some donor.

(Bourne, 1977: 15, cited in Greeley, 1987: 11)

The power and patronage of money means that donors are often misled.

Where control-oriented bureaucracy and corruption combine, mis-
reporting can flourish in advanced forms: parallel accounts are kept; lies
are routine. Subsidized inputs or assets play a part, providing a surplus for
rents; reporting must not, however, reveal this. Endemic corruption means
endemic false reporting. Work is reported done which has not been done,
and workers paid who have not been paid. Costs are inflated. In one case in
India in 1989 this was by a factor of four: a forest department was account-
ing a cost of Rs40 per running metre of protective stone walling, when an
NGO working on the ground found the cost to be only Rs10. Or again,
administrators receive figures which they know are already false, and are
then ordered by politicians to falsify them further. In one technical depart-
ment in India, the annual meeting of some 500 senior staff is said to have
been confronted by their chief statistical officer who asked: ‘Why.do you all
lie?” There was no reply. The question was repeated. There was still no
reply. The reply might have been: corruption has to lie.
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Self-sustaining myth

In crude terms, then, myth and error are generated and sustained by up-
pers’ impediments of dominance, distance and denial and by blaming
lowers, and by lowers’ strategies of selective presentation, diplomacy and
deceit. But what happens is interwoven with nuances and subtleties, and
deserves a book on its own. For myth and error are further sustained
through other modes of deception, both personal and interpersonal.

Self-deception

Personally, it is easy for uppers to deceive themselves through, for ex-
ample, repetition and redefinition. Repetition is a broad and easy path to
self-deception. Much of our learning and internalizing are through talking.
We repeat and remember simple numbers which fit our beliefs. Repetition
quickly converts spurious statistics into common credos. Certain figures are
easy to remember — 30 per cent, 40 per cent and 10 million hectares, for
example. So it was that post-harvest grain losses at the village level came to
be so widely believed to be 30 to 40 per cent, and 10 million hectares to be
believed the area waterlogged and saline as a result of canal irrigation in
India.

Facts and figures are also redefined as they are repeated. As they are
requoted, qualifications are omitted or altered to suit the social context or
the speaker’s predispositions. ‘Possibly as many as’ becomes ‘no less than’.
The upper or lower limit of a range is emphasized, and then repeated and
reified as truth, while the other limit lapses into oblivion. Facts are fash-
ioned to fit needs.

Self-deception can be insidious and unconscious. It is alarming how we
tailor what we say to the context in which we say it, and how we come to
believe what we say. I have noticed this in myself and my colleagues in
showing slides of participatory rural appraisal (PRA). I select slides from a
series of photographs I have taken and show them in order to make a point.
The first time I show them I can remember much of what happened, and
give qualifying detail. The second and third times I remember less and
shorten what I say, qualify less, and fit my words more to the occasion. And
after a time, what I present is a new reality, moulded to serve the purpose
of showing the slide. I come then to believe that what happened was what I
have repeatedly, but wrongly, said happened. My reality has been recon-
structed for the social context in which it is presented. I have been shocked
to discover old slides in a series which contradict what I find myself saying
now and which I had believed to be the truth. With some slides I cannot
even be sure what happened; all I know is that it is probably not what I now
say it was.

Nor am I alone in this misdemeanour. I have heard a politically correct
version of how women were excluded from a committee on the Mwea
Irrigation Settlement in Kenya. This blamed the white, male expatriate
manager. But the record is that it was he who tried to ensure their
participation, and it was not he but male tenants who kept the women
away. But I must question my memory even of this. For I have several
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times repeated this, and may by now have moulded it to meet my need for
a neat example of such distortion.

The lessons are that what we say continuously redefines our personal
realities and depends on social context; that we refashion facts to fit occa-
sions; that, as all catechists know,!2 repeating words dispels doubts and
embeds beliefs; that, in sum, our personal realities are a flux and mesh of
personally and socially constructed approximations and distortions, and
that these often acquire the character of self-sustaining myths to fit our
needs and purposes.

Mutual deception

Mutual deception takes many forms. The ways it evolves and is maintained
include reciprocity, distance and tacit deceit.

Reciprocity is where uppers and lowers support each other through a
common myth, usually in a long-term relationship. The patients of psycho-
analysts are usually uppers in society, since they have to be able to pay a
lot. But they need to believe their big investments of time and money make
sense, and that the therapy helps, not harms. The psychoanalyst needs the
same belief. So the patient defines herself or himself as a lower, and the
therapist as saviour, and comes to accept, for example, lying on a couch
instead of sitting in a chair, a step which reassures the psychoanalyst. More
broadly, lowers support and protect their uppers by internalizing their
inferiority and blaming themselves: cases can be found with battered
women and their men, harijans and caste Hindus, blacks and whites.
Lowers’ shame, guilt and belief in their inferiority protect uppers and
maintain relationships. As evolving personal realities, lowers’ beliefs in
their incapacity are in part self-fulfilling and in part myths shared with
uppers.13 )

Distance can maintain myth. When Starkey began his investigation of
multi-purpose wheeled toolcarriers (pp. 21-2) he found correspondents
believed that although they faced difficulties, there had been successes
elsewhere. Optimistic public relations reports had contributed to this im-
pression. He himself was taken in at first, and ‘believed the apparent suc-
cess of wheeled toolcarriers in India’. Only after eighteen months of
correspondence and a literature review did it ‘slowly become apparent that
everyone contacted thought that these implements were indeed successful
— but somewhere else!” (Starkey, 1988: 8, 121-6).

Mutual deception can be tacit deceit: those who deceive know that those
they are deceiving know they are being deceived but also that they are
willing to be deceived in a way that does not show that they know. Here is a
conversation with an Indian Administrative Service Officer in 1992:

IAS Officer: ‘I said to my BDOs [Block Development Officers] — you
must each have a VIP circuit. It is part of the game.’

Question: ‘Do the VIPs know that they are being given this treat-
ment? Do they know they are not getting the truth?’

IAS Officer: ‘They don’t want to know. For them, it would only make
trouble.’
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Tacit deceit, where both uppers and lowers are aware, slides into delusion
as the deceit comes to be taken as real. Distinctions blur. What begins as
conscious connivance consolidates into convenient belief.

For many reasons, and in many ways, lowers reflect back to uppers what
they believe uppers believe, or want to be told, or even want lowers to
want. Illustrations can be drawn from Guinea, India and Denmark. In
Guinea, as we have seen (pp. 26-7), development professionals, bur-
eaucrats and donors all erroneously believed that people were causing
deforestation and environmental degradation in the forest-savannah
mosaic zone. In fact, people were planting and protecting trees; and more
people tended to mean more trees. After their extensive and detailed
fieldwork, Melissa Leach and James Fairhead wrote:

Villagers, faced by questions about deforestation and environmental
change, have learned to confirm what they know the questioners expect to
hear. This is not only through politeness and awareness that the truth will
be met with incredulity, but also through the desire to maintain good
relations with authoritative outsiders who may bring as yet unknown bene-
fits; a school, road or advantageous recognition of the village, for example.

(Leach and Fairhead, 1994: 86)

For uppers, believing is being told what you believe.

In India, new villages were being planned after the Maharashtra earth-
quake of 1993 (M.K. Shah, 1996 and pers. comm.).14 The homeless people
were lowers: displaced, impoverished, weak and wanting houses soon. The
planners were uppers: professionals, powerful and controlling the building
of houses. The planners wanted a grid layout for the new villages. Given a
choice between a grid and a cluster layout, people opted for the grid. The
planners said the decision was participatory. They were pleased because
this endorsed their plans. Both uppers and lowers agreed. Nevertheless,
Meera Shah persisted with participatory approaches and methods, includ-
ing mapping and modelling which clarified the choices and empowered the
weak, and especially those who were older and non-literate.

Eventually it emerged that several factors had combined to induce
choice of the grid layout: the planners had loaded their description in
favour of the grid; the older people did not fully understand the choice;
young men said the grid was modern, and ridiculed the older people for
their doubts; the grid was known to be what the outsiders wanted to pro-
vide; and people believed they would get housing quicker if they agreed to
the grid, since some other villages had already been constructed on those
lines. However, when Meera Shah had empowered them in a PRA mode to
conduct their own analysis, the older people opted for a more complex
pattern which corresponded closer with their social realities and wishes.

The displaced people, concerned with self-esteem, not fully understand-
ing and feeling unable to change things, had earlier acquiesced and said
they wanted what they thought they were wanted to want and would be
able to get. It took patient and resolute effort to reverse the dominant
reality, and for the lowers to be able to define and express their wishes. It
would seem that the planners had ventriloquized.
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From Denmark comes Hans Andersen’s (1984) fairy tale of the em-
peror’s new clothes.1> The emperor was deceived by two weavers into
believing that he was wearing grand robes when he was naked. His
courtiers did not disagree. When he went in public procession, nobody
wished to appear foolish by saying what they saw until:

‘But, Daddy, he’s got nothing on!” piped up a small child.

‘Heavens, listen to the voice of innocence!” said his father. And what
the child said was whispered from one to another.

‘He’s nothing on! A little child said so. He’s nothing on!’

At last, everybody who was there was shouting, ‘He’s nothing on!’
And it gradually dawned upon the Emperor that they were probably
right. But he thought to himself, ‘I must carry on, or I shall ruin the
procession’. So he held himself up even more proudly than before, and
the Gentlemen of the Chamber walked along carrying a train that was
most definitely not there.

The Emperor (an upper) was deceived by the weavers (lowers) and then trap-
ped by the deception. He felt he had to keep up appearances which were not,
so to speak, there to be kept up. One can ask how often uppers are deceived
by lowers, and then lowers in turn are deceived; how often both uppers and
lowers tacitly connive to keep up appearances, none wishing to appear ignor-
ant or stupid or to offend the other; and how often both uppers and lowers
lack little children to shout ‘He’s got nothing on!’, or silence them if they do.
Sometimes it may be children alone who speak truth to power.

Out-of-touch, out-of-date and wrong

Patriarchal prisoners

Myths and errors are common and strong among powerful old men. In
Chapter 3 we saw where normal successful careers lead. The heads and
leaders of bureaucracies, political systems and institutions of learning are
mostly male, old and isolated; and their field experience of peripheries and
of poor people, if any, took place decades earlier. To be fair, some old
males are wise and wonderful. But dominant old males can be a public
menace; they suffer the double disadvantages of being out of date, and
deceived by power. What they believe and say carries weight; and what
they believe and say is liable to be wrong.

Old men in central places are among the most vulnerable to error be-
cause of their high scores as uppers and their delight in drawing on their
past.16 Out of deference, respect and fear, they may never be contradicted,
at least to their faces. They do, indeed, have long experience, and have
often made major contributions. Who would wish to gainsay Norman
Borlaug, deservedly Nobel prize-winner for his part in the Green Revolu-
tion, after he has begun (1994):

I have been engaged in agricultural research and rural development in
the Third World for almost 50 years, and have probably met with more
farmers in more countries than any man alive?

91

School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London 154.59.125.209 10.3362/9781780440453 2025-09-01 09:00:22



.There is a view which sees multiple uppers like old, male Nobel prize-
winners as victims. They are open to temptation to pronounce with author-
ity on many subjects, despite the limitations of their personal experience.
Those who head large authoritarian hierarchies, whether religious or secu-
lar, would appear especially at risk. This interpretation could be illustrated
by the Pope. Being not just old and male, but revered, impressively attired,
empowered by ritual, expected to pronounce on doctrine, and head of a
vast international male-dominated bureaucracy, he could be seen as an
ultimate patriarch, an ultimate victim.

Readers may wish to make their own lists to illustrate the phenomenon
of male uppership, isolation and vulnerability to error. It has many mani-
festations. Sadly and dangerously, old, male multiple uppers are denied the
opportunities to interact, experience and learn which are open to more
ordinary mortals. Did they not often do so much damage, they would
deserve sympathy for their disabilities, and perhaps they deserve it anyway
for they are prisoners of power. It is difficult for them to be in touch, up to
date and right. Infallibility misleads.

Face-to-face mutual reinforcement between uppers sustains the errors of
being out-of-date and out-of-touch. Clubs for élite old men and seminaries
for the celibate are classic sites for the incestuous inbreeding of ignorance.
I, too, have caught myself in the act. In the corridors of the World Bank, I
met a former district agricultural officer of Nyeri District in Kenya. We had
both worked there in the early 1960s. We spoke with enthusiasm about its
agriculture. Then I realized that we were treating 1962, when we were both
there, as though it were the present of the late 1980s, a generation later.
Among many changes, the population had, in the meantime, probably
doubled. But there we were, in a central place far from the field, mutually
reinforcing our out-of-date reality.

Academic lags

The staff of universities and training institutes are similarly disadvantaged:
age, often gender (most are usually men), education, status, and power (as
those who set exams and questions, assess performance and give marks) all
make them multiple uppers, with students and trainees as multiple lowers.

Academics and teachers often lag in their knowledge and understanding.
They are vulnerable in several ways to being out-of-date and wrong. As up-
pers, they are relatively safe from being challenged. They are often confined to
classrooms and libraries and so out of touch with developments in the field. To
change teaching notes and syllabuses is tiresome. Whether through overwork,
indolence, incapacity, or other priorities, staff tend to repeat rather than innov-
ate. Textbooks are out of date, years, sometimes decades, behind the books
and articles which present the cutting edge of disciplines. A manager of the
English Language Books Society, which provided British-published textbooks
at low prices to countries in the South, was embarrassed, in the 1980s, to
receive a request from one country for a textbook published in the nineteenth
century. So it is that through the teaching of lowers — the young, students,
persons on courses — the normal professionalism, understandings and errors of
the past are reproduced and sustained.
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Academics can be among the slowest and last to learn. Social an-
thropological fieldwork takes years to process into a PhD thesis, which in
turn takes years to process into a book, which then may take years before
it is published, reviewed, placed in libraries and on bookshelves, and
read, let alone acted upon. Certain research, like Hanger and Moris on
women and the household economy (1973, based on 1967 fieldwork) is
liable to be quoted and requoted for decades as though it was the contem-
porary reality. Large-scale questionnaire surveys delay learning because
of the time taken for fieldwork, analysis and writing up. Government
statistics are often not available until they are officially printed, years out
of date. The prestigious and influential Economic and Political Weekly in
India often publishes detailed statistical analyses of what have become
historical data, ten or twenty years old, but which authors treat as con-
temporary material. Nor have I avoided that trap in this book. We are all
vulnerable; all guilty.

Confirmation by questionnaire

Questionnaire surveys are still the most common method used for central
uppers to learn about the lives and conditions of peripheral lowers. They
are still widely regarded as objective. Like other learning, though, they
entail interpersonal relationships of power, distort peripheral realities and
fit them into centrally pre-set frameworks. This occurs in three stages.

Constructing the questionnaire

Typically, questions and categories are thought up in some central
place, far removed from the field. A research funding body may even set
conditions that make this mandatory. The form ESCOR 1 (revised
12/88) for applications for UK government funding for ‘economic or
social research for the benefit of developing countries’ includes under
‘method’: ‘Where a questionnaire survey is intended a draft version
should be supplied with the application’. To my shame, in the early
1970s, I sat with colleagues in Cambridge (England) and drew up a
questionnaire to be applied in Tamil Nadu and Sri Lanka. At the time it
did not seem so wrong. Nor is this behaviour exceptional, even in the
1990s. In 1995 graduate students and a professor at a US university drew
up, in the United States, a 22-page questionnaire which was then sent to
two historically black universities in South Africa for them to adminis-
ter (pers. comm., Anne Vaughan).The lowers (collaborating univer-
sities and institutes in the South) need the resources, are co-opted and
submit; the uppers (institutes of superior and international status in the
North) are trusted by the funders, and the money they raise reinforces
their power and patronage. In these two instances, the high status of
Cambridge in the first case, and the low status of the historically black
universities in the second, served to sustain the North-South pattern of
dominance.

The concerns, concepts, categories and questions are then those of the
‘North’, of the uppers, not those of the ‘South’, the lowers.
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Administering the questionnaire

In questionnaire interviewing, power and initiative lie with the interviewer.
Questionnaires are ‘administered’, like oaths or drugs; they are something
that is done to people, the person interviewed. The interviewee is a ‘re-
spondent’, a person who replies or reacts. The Latin respondere means to
return like with like. The questions and categories are those of the inter-
viewer, who also records the ‘response’.

Upper-lower dominance is built into interviews. Interviewers in the South
are more often men than women. The status of the interviewer is shown by
clipboard and paper, and often by clothing. What is recorded results from,
and suffers the distortions of, an upper-lower interaction which is verbal and
often eye-to-eye. Respondents are sometimes intimidated, fearful and defer-
ential. What is said is a social artefact of upper-lower interaction.

Prudence and presentation of the self can then lead to lies and evasions.
Respondents often know or sense the replies they are meant to give, and
interviewers know what their superiors hope to find. In a questionnaire
survey in India, only one farmer among 272 (0.4 per cent) was recorded as

. crossploughing, a practice officially frowned upon, but after group discus-
sions the figure jumped to 28 per cent (pers. comm., Sitapathi Rao). Notori-
ously, farmers are recorded as having been visited by extension staff far
more than in fact they have (see e.g. Chambers and Wickremanayake,
1977: 158-9). In a devastating review of evaluation surveys of beneficiaries
of the Integrated Rural Development Programme in India, Jean Dreze
(1990) has shown how favourable biases were built into the questionnaire
process to generate an illusion contradicted by a mass of micro-evidence.

Interviewers, as uppers, play a part in constructing the reality. What is
written down may be influenced by what they know their superiors hope to
find, and also by habits they develop. Especially where schedules are long,
the temptation to abbreviate replies is strong, and the item ‘Other’ rarely
filled in. Where completed schedules are compositions, filled in without the
inconvenience of an interview, the reality invented will be what the com-
poser believes her or his superior will accept and not question; clearer
correlations are likely to result, pleasing all. Those who process completed
forms also prefer them neat. In the words of Baburao Baviskar (pers.
comm.): ‘A professional investigator’s forms are much better for the com-
puter than those of an honest investigator’.

The realities so constructed by interviewers differ by person. I have had
to tear up a paper on agricultural extension on finding that the individual
investigator was a powerful independent variable. On the same lines,
Gerard Gill (1993a: 9) records that:

A colleague once informed me that in a . . . situation where the coeffi-
cients were ‘all over the place’, he ran an analysis of variance on a
randomly selected subset of the data, using the enumerators’ identifica-
tion numbers as the independent variable. He was alarmed, if not totally
surprised, to find that the values of the F statistics were consistently so
high as to be ‘off the end of the scale’! He did not, for some reason, try
to publish his findings.
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A very large survey organization has been challenged three times to
analyse its data for investigator bias. Perhaps it would be too damaging,
and destroy investigators’ livelihoods. Who am I to speak? I never pub-
lished the paper ‘Up the Garden Path’ which analysed investigator bias in
my study of agricultural extension. I did not want to upset and undermine
my colleagues. I have been party to the conspiracy of silence. To this day,
the extent to which survey results are socially and personally constructed
remains under-researched, under-reported and under-recognized.

Analysing the results

Analysis has, then, a tendency to reassure and to reinforce preconceived
reality. This is in four respects. The realities portrayed in the final analyses
can be expected to be:

O Selective. The greater the volume of data (and they are often volu-
minous) the more analysts are forced and inclined to select. Selection
necessarily reflects their priorities and predispositions, which are then
reinforced.

Data are limited to what was asked. They fit and, by definition, do not
challenge uppers’ categories in the first place. Mary Tiffen (1994: 7-8)
has noted that capital has become unfashionable (among uppers —
development professionals, not among lowers — practising farmers) as a
subject in peasant agriculture. She and her colleagues found for Ma-
chakos District in Kenya that farm incomes depend crucially on capital
investment. Yet of 20 different farm studies made between 1963 and
1983 none gave information on trees planted, terraces constructed,
dams, ponds or fencing. What is not asked about is not found out about
and cannot be part of the analysis. Nor is it asked about the next time.
The circular process sustains the errors of ignorance.

O Simplified. Long schedules take time, are tedious, and generate poor
data. But short questionnaires miss much. In the context of work and
employment:

The concise questionnaire necessary to guarantee a reasonably reli-
able survey cannot do justice to the complexity of the actual employ-
ment pattern. For example, by pressing respondents to state only the
principal source of external earnings over the preceding year, the
individual variation in, or even combination of, occupations is
concealed.

(Breman, 1985: 300, quoted in Harriss, 1989: 144)

Polly Hill recounts (1986: 32) that FAQ’s instructions for the 1980s
World Census of Agriculture were to ignore crop mixtures: crops had to
be recorded as monocultures. The local reality of crop mixes, so common
in the tropics, was too complex to be captured. (The resulting under-
counting of agricultural production is mind-boggling.) Perhaps most
commonly, investigators’ life is easier the fewer probing questions they
ask, the fewer boxes they tick, and the less they make entries in the box
marked ‘Other’. Convenience simplifies complexity.
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O Overfavourable. As we have seen, overfavourable results are generated
by the interview interaction, and the prudence and deference of re-
spondents and interviewers alike. Then, in Polly Hill’s (1986: 33) words:

. . . at later stages, the field material is commonly fudged, cooked and
manipulated by officials at higher levels, the main purpose being to
ensure that the trends will be found satisfactory and convincing by
those with still greater authority.

O Reconfirming. Questionnaires tend to reconfirm the beliefs of those who
design them. They reflect the same concerns, concepts and categories,
following the principle of GOWYPI (get out what you put in). Two
examples suggest how their structure and application then tend to con-
firm diagnoses and beliefs.

(1) Bernadas (1991) reports from the Philippines: ‘Highly structured
interviews using a questionnaire were employed in the gathering of
data. Based on the information gathered during these formal sur-
veys, low income due to declining soil fertility was found out to be
the most pressing problem of the farmers’. In response, staff went
direct for soil fertility through a rotation. They met no success for
two years. But the actual problem of the farmers turned out to be
the cogon weed plus soil fertility. The weed meant that a long
fallow was required, until bushes had shaded out the weed. The
fallow did not, however, adequately restore soil fertility. Bernadas
concludes:

The staff themselves had formulated the questions on the basis of
what they felt to be the priorities. The problem areas considered
were predetermined, based on the outsiders’ point of view. The
data gathered, although not incorrect, was incomplete and there-
fore misleading. Many social and economic, as well as technical
aspects which would determine appropriate solutions remained
unknown. (Ibid: 11)

(2) In Tamil Nadu questionnaire surveys led repeatedly to the conclu-
sion that farmers’ priority was white rice. Only when farmers con-
ducted their own analysis with matrix scoring, and without a
questionnaire, did scientists learn that red rice was preferred (Man-
oharan et al., 1993). Through whatever combination of deference,
suggestion, question structure or other distortion, the questionnaire
had generated the higher-status, more urban, and middle-class re-
sponse, which would also have been that of the scientists.

Despite, and in part because of, these shortcomings, questionnaire surveys
. are sustainable. For uppers, they are convenient, congenial and reassuring:

O For all uppers, questionnaires bolster self-esteem and status. They ‘lower
lowers’ as respondents. Questions asked badly, or not understood, or
using alien concepts or words, lead to ‘Don’t know’, or ‘No response’
which imply ignorance. By under-reporting or missing complexities of
livelihood, farming system, season and society, and consequently by
making poor people’s lives and conditions appear simpler than they are,
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they confirm uppers in their prejudices. They tend to make respondents
appear simple, ignorant and stupid.

© For teachers and trainers questionnaire surveys provide a syllabus of
well-defined steps and practices (see e.g. Moser and Kalton, 1971), a
Model-T method whose teaching will last for life. For students, they
present the security of set learning, and mass-produced cheap textbooks
which, though dog-eared, grubby, underlined and stuck with Sellotape,
can be sold on to the next batch.

O For academics, consultants and bureaucrats, they reliably (even if usu-
ally late) generate numerical data for analysis.

O For donors, government departments, NGOs and those responsible for
projects and programmes they provide over-favourable evaluations.

O For research institutes they provide steady income and stable employ-
ment for fieldworkers.

© To all development professionals they are reassuring, portraying poor
people as less knowledgeable and their lives and conditions as simpler
and more standardized than they really are. Professionals’ sense of su-
periority is then reinforced. Their constructs and beliefs are reaffirmed.
New knowledge may be generated but is unlikely to challenge the cat-
egories, constructs and beliefs which are centrally held. So questionnaire
surveys tend to confirm the realities of uppers, not contradict them, and
so may sustain myth and error more than dispel them.

World Bank and self-deceiving state1”

The factors which mislead combine where power is concentrated. In de-
velopment, two types of power centres stand out: national governments in
the South, at the head of hierarchical bureaucracies; and the Bretton
Woods institutions, notably the World Bank and the IMF in Washington,
at the centre of global networks of influence. In development policy and
practice, these two sorts of centre work together, with the Bretton Woods
institutions as uppers and national governments as lowers.

Anyone seeking to understand the genesis of errors in development
policy would do well to start in Washington. For it is there that power to
propagate economic and social policies in countries of the South has
become increasingly located, in the Government of the United States,
the IMF and the World Bank. It does not help to condemn the World
Bank for existing; if it did not exist, something like it would probably
have to be invented. Nor should one underestimate the intelligence,
professional qualifications, hard work and intensity of interaction of
those who work there. Its form and actions are, though, frightening. It
comprises the greatest single mass of development professionals in the
world. It is an extraordinary concentration of clever people connected
with each other through computer networking, and through e-mail, fax
and telephone with those parts of the world that have e-mail, fax and
telephone. Seen in reverse, from the periphery, the World Bank is a
citadel — remote, cut off, insulated in high buildings, isolated from
peripheral realities which are perceived from a distance, bent through
upper-lower prisms of power.
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Though often differing on macro-policies, the Bank and the govern-
ments of the South with which it works have common interests in projects.
Rewards have come from committing and spending loans. Top-down
drives for rapid expenditure and implementation have generated targets
and Model-T programmes and projects which have misfitted local condi-
tions and deterred participation. The transfer and imposition of reality,
whether through infrastructure or procedures, has had to be fast and wide-
spread. There has been scope for uppers’ dominance, distance, denial and
blaming the victim to come into play, supported by lowers’ selective pre-
sentation through development tourism, prudent diplomacy both within
the host government bureaucracy, and between its bureaucrats and those
of the Bank, and the deceit of misleading reporting.

In practice, flows of misinformation have had many channels: senior
officials who negotiate with the Bank are near the end of their service and
hope for Bank consultancies after retirement; other host-government offi-
cials who seek to give a good impression; progress reports which rarely
damn; the single universal solution which is seen on rural visits only at its
most special and successful; independent evaluations which confirm posit-
ive impressions; prudent respondents, researchers, evaluators and consult-
ants who refrain from brutal honesty. A consultant who bears bad news
may soon be looking for other employment; and when bad news does get
through, it may be rejected. The flow of loans and disbursements must be
sustained.!8 So though local conditions differ, evidence of misfits is filtered
out. The standard blueprint makes it easier to spend money, and then
seems sound: the HYV package for all farmers; warabandi for all canal-
irrigation systems; Vetiver grass for most or all watershed development;
milch buffaloes for IRDP loanees in India; teacher training colleges or
secondary schools all over Indonesia; the Sasakawa Global 2000 mass-
produced Model-T packages of high-input agriculture in Africa. Positive
misinformation reinforces top-down reflexes and props up standard pro-
grammes. False feedback defends against dissonance. There is a danger of
delusionary symbiosis between the self-deceiving state and the self-
deceiving Bank (Chambers, 1992). Both have an interest in appearing suc-
cessful. At worst, they combine in a folie a deux.

In understanding how and how much this happens, a key phenomenon,
little studied, is the frenetic country visit by the harassed World Bank staff
member.1° This has often required the rapid identification of a large pro-
ject or a large-scale programme, or a rapid evaluation. There is little scope
for diversity and equally little time for listening. Urgency demands domin-
ance. An aid agency staff member came on a field visit in India with a pre-
set solution to problems of irrigation. He interviewed farmers who were
patently eager to please in such a manner that within a few minutes invari-
ably they agreed that they needed warabandi (see pp. 72-3), regular timed
rotation of water. But in a meeting, one farmer stood up and challenged
this. He said that the priority was getting water from the system in the first
place. They could only talk about how to distribute water when they had
water to distribute. ‘Sit down!” he was told, ‘sit down!” And when he
continued to protest, he was not listened to but told again to ‘Sit down! Sit
down!"20 Gradgrind (see page 75) would have done the same.
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A tragic and well-known illustration of this dominance is to be found in
the policies of structural adjustment forced on many nations in the South.
The radical cut-backs which were demanded on recurrent government ex-
penditure led usually to a sharp decline in services, especially for education
and health. These policies penalized the poor. Yet it took a long time for
policymakers in Washington to understand and accept this. The reality of
their economic dogmas was more immediate and mattered more than the
reality of poor people at the peripheries.

Being clever, centrally placed, served by instant communications of un-
precedented quality, and powerful does not, then, ensure being right or
doing good. To the contrary, these factors are an impediment. It is difficult
for the staff of the Bank to get things right, combining as they do awesome
responsibility and power with physical, cultural and cognitive distance from
the peripheries and poor people of the South. With the cards so stacked
against them, it is an achievement that they have not got things wrong even
more than they have.

In offsetting these negative factors, two developments in the World
Bank have been significant. The first is participation. A Bank-wide Learn-
ing Group on Participatory Development was launched in December 1990.
A small and determined group with high-level support managed and ex-
tended a process of consultation, research and workshops which led to a
policy statement (World Bank, 1994) and a series of publications, including
a sourcebook (World Bank 1995). In consequence, special funds are avail-
able for participation in project preparation. It can be a plus mark for a
task manager, responsible for the development of a project, to show that
participatory approaches have been used, and Participatory Poverty As-
sessments (e.g. World Bank, 1994; Norton and Stephens, 1995) have begun
to represent the realities of the poor in national policymaking.

The second is transparency. The World Bank is outstanding among de-
velopment agencies for its capacity for transparent self-criticism (e.g.
Morse and Berger, 1992; World Bank, 1992 (Wapenhans Report)). Open
criticism is a means to continuous correction. The Bank is an easy and
politically correct target for negative radicals. It has, though, shown an
increasing openness, rare among national and international bureaucracies,
in commissioning and publishing critical evaluations. The Independent Re-
view of the Sardar Sarovar Project in India (Morse and Berger, 1992) is
impressively outspoken. It concludes ‘that the Sardar Sarovar Projects as
they stand are flawed, that resettlement and rehabilitation of all those
displaced by the projects is not possible under prevailing circumstances,
and that the environmental impacts of the projects have not been properly
considered or adequately addressed’ (ibid: xii). The Bank subsequently
withdrew support from the scheme. The NGOs, which so roundly criticize
the Bank and influence decisions like this, do not dare to be so frank about
their own performance. The NGO and bilateral courtiers and critics feel
compelled to keep their privates covered. Only the Emperor dares go
naked.

Participation, transparency and learning come together in the public
sharing of experience, as in this part of a Bank task manager’s account of
an OOPP (ZOPP) process in Chad:2!
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At one point, a Chadian participant said to one of us from the Bank: ‘I
am telling you that I have a headache, and you keep telling me that I
have a footache and you want to force me to take a medicine for that’.
Hearing that made us from the Bank think twice about our own feeling
that we were really just part of the group.

(Ndao, 1995: 30)

Sharing experiences like this sets an example which helps all to learn.

As a learning institution, though, the Bank remains a victim of its power
and isolation, disadvantaged from the start in trying to learn the realities of
the poorest and weakest whom it says it seeks to serve. If all power de-
ceives, the exceptional power of the World Bank deceives exceptionally.
But all is not hopeless. For as the participatory learning process and the
transparent self-criticism have begun to show, exceptional power and error
present exceptional opportunities for doing better.

Whose reality counts?

Much has been done that is good. But so much has been done so badly that
to dispel and correct myth and error remains hugely important. The fantasies
of Freud and of many of his successors, perpetuated through personal and
professional dominance, are a warning to all who hold power in the domains
of development. One can ask how much more hurt has been done and will be
done on a vast scale by the normal professionals of the IMF, the World
Bank, the EU and other centres of power, to countries and people who are
variously too weak, vulnerable, distant, prudent and polite to answer back or
be heard. Myths have led to massive misallocations of funds and human
resources, to misguided programmes, to missed opportunities and, among
professionals, to deception, cynicism and loss of commitment.

In seeking to do better, criticism is easy. To be constructive is harder.
Taking responsibility and accepting risk by actually doing something is
hardest of all. But much of the best learning is through self-critical commit-
ment to action, to engagement with the world, to learning by doing.

Self-critical commitment demands personal insight and reflection. If be-
lieving is seeing, we have to question belief in order to see well. Learning is
then through doubt, self-examination and willingness to change, seeking
self-correcting engagement with dynamic realities and making learning a
way of life. In a phrase, this is epistemological awareness, awareness of how
we learn, how that affects what we think we know, and how we perceive
and distort the realities of others.

According to Ralph Waldo Emerson: ‘People only see what they are
prepared to see’. I have argued that what we do is more active: we create
what we want to see; and the more powerful we are, the more we do this,
and the more it is done for us. At the cost of their reality, and of pluralism,
diversity and truth, others reflect our reality back to us. For uppers, believ-
ing is being shown and told.

All powerful uppers think they know
What'’s right and real for those below
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At least each upper so believes
But all are wrong; all power deceives.

So we can ask: how much is the reality we perceive our own creation as
uppers? What are the realities of lowers and how can they be expressed?

Whose knowledge counts?

Whose values?

Whose criteria and preferences?

Whose appraisal, analysis and planning?
Whose action?

Whose monitoring and evaluation?
Whose learning?

Whose empowerment?

Whose reality counts?
‘Ours’ or ‘Theirs’?

What can and should we, as uppers, do to make our realities count less, and
the realities of lowers — the poor, weak and vulnerable — count more?
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6
Learning to Learn

It’s the best possible time to be alive, when almost everything you
thought you knew is wrong.

Valentine, in Tom Stoppard’s play Arcadia, quoted in

John Carey, The Faber Book of Science, p. 503

As professionals have become more aware of errors and myths, and of the misfit
between the reality they construct and the reality others experience, some have
sought and developed new approaches and methods in their work. Insights and
developments in action-reflection research, agro-ecosystem analysis, applied so-
cial anthropology, farming-systems research, and rapid rural appraisal (RRA)
have contributed to the evolution of participatory approaches to learning and
action, including participatory rural appraisal (PRA). PRA is a growing family
of approaches and methods to enable local people to share, enhance and analyse
their knowledge of life and conditions, and to plan, act, monitor and evaluate. Its
extensive and growing menu of methods includes visuals such as mapping and
diagramming. Practical applications have proliferated, especially in natural re-
sources management, agriculture, health and nutrition, poverty and livelihood
programmes, and urban contexts. PRA approaches and methods present altern-
atives to questionnaire surveys in appraisal and research, and generate insights
of policy relevance. Past dominant behaviour by outsiders goes far to explain
why it is only in the 1990s that these participatory approaches and methods have
come together and spread.

The challenges

The challenges presented in the preceding chapters of this book are per-
sonal, professional and institutional. The evidence, arguments and conclu-
sions may be modified or rejected. If they are substantially accepted, ‘more
of the same’ will not do. Radical change is required on a wide front. The
chapter themes and challenges are:

Chapter 1 Theme: accelerating change, polarization into overclass and
underclass, and an emerging consensus of concepts and values — well- bemg,
livelihood, capabilities, equity and sustainability.

Challenge: to be alert, nimble and in touch, reducing inequities, and adopt-
ing, developing and applying the concepts and values of the emerging
consensus.

Chapter 2 Theme: potential huge gains from avoiding normal error.
Challenge: to learn continuously, embracing, correcting and avoiding error.
Chapter 3 Theme: professional realities present much of the problem,
valuing things over people, measurement over judgement, reductionism
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over holism, with a dominant cult and culture of economics, all combining
to create a professional prison.

Challenge: to reverse values and break out of professional prisons.
Chapter 4 Theme: powerful professionals transfer their reality, through
teaching, centralized bureaucracy and career patterns, with tendencies to
simple, standardized packages transferred top—down, and misfitting local
realities and needs.

Challenge: to reverse upper-lower dominance, and top-down, centre-
outwards standardization and control. '

Chapter 5 Theme: the powerful are systemically deceived through their
upper-lower relationships in which they assert their reality and lowers
sustain uppers’ delusions.

Challenge: to enable the poor, weak and vulnerable to express their real-
ities, to plan and to act.

In a spirit of pluralism, each person, profession and institution can find an
individual pathway for meeting these challenges. This chapter introduces a
family of approaches and methods which provides one starting point. Parti-
cipatory rural appraisal (PRA) is not a panacea, and will not solve all the
problems of the world; but it does open up some ways of trying to tackle
these challenges. Its development and spread in the first half of the 1990s
have been so rapid that it is timely to stand back, as this chapter tries to do,
and review its origins, evolution, methods and applications, and to ask why
it has taken so long to come about.

PRA has often astonished facilitators and surprised local people who
have found themselves doing things they did not know they could. The
essence of PRA is changes and reversals — of role, behaviour, relationship
and learning. Outsiders do not dominate and lecture; they facilitate, sit
down, listen and learn. Outsiders do not transfer technology; they share
methods which local people can use for their own appraisal, analysis, plan-
ning, action, monitoring and evaluation. Outsiders do not impose their
reality; they encourage and enable local people to express their own.

Readers who are not thrilled by history may wish to skip lightly, perhaps
dipping into the methods and applications (pp. 116-22) to gain a sense of
the range of PRA, and then move on to Chapter 7 for a sense of the
excitement of the ‘discoveries’ of PRA, and attempts to understand its
elements and principles.

This chapter also complements the final three chapters: Chapter 8 which
explores the local, complex, diverse, dynamic and unpredictable (Icddu)
realities of people, the poor, peripheries, farming systems and livelihood
systems as they have been and can be revealed through PRA; Chapter 9
which explores its wider paradigmatic significance; and Chapter 10 which
examines problems and bad practice, and the challenges — personal, profes-
sional and institutional — of reversals to put the first last.

Streams of change

Confronted with the formidable challenge of reversals necessary to em-
power lowers and to reveal local realities, professionals in the natural and

103

School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London 154.59.125.209 10.3362/9781780440453 2025-09-01 09:00:22



social sciences, and practitioners in the field, have evolved new approaches
and combinations of methods. As an intermittent participant/observer in
this process, I cannot avoid a partial view. However much I try to present a
balanced and multiple perspective, I cannot escape from presenting a real-
ity which is personal and fallible. At best, then, what follows can be taken
as a personal interpretation of what has happened.

Participatory approaches are always half hidden. The ways of learning that
are most visible to the world élite have been generated by the new hardware
and software of the cores. It is computers and their programs which attract
most attention, with their new magazines and their full-page advertisements
in the newspapers of the North. It is these which have captivated many of a
generation of affluent, mainly male, adolescents in the North with the new
worlds of computer games. Computers, games and programs have been
subject to frenetic competition and almost instant obsolescence. And it is
these which have generated the new proxy realities of GIS (Geographic
Information Systems) on their screens, and the new adventures of surfing in
cyberspace on the Internet, for those uppers who have access.

Less conspicuous, quieter, more dispersed, but significant for human
fulfilment and well-being, have been streams and confluences of develop-
ment approaches and methods in the peripheries of the South, flowing out
to cover new ground. These have been many. Some have made striking
contributions to understanding and modes of learning. These, as its pre-
cursors and now cousins, have led on to and contributed to PRA and its
siblings PALM (participatory learning methods), DRP (diagnostico rurale
participativo) and MARP (méthode accélerée de recherche participative),
and all are currently sharing and exchanging experiences and methods.

PRA has evolved so fast, and continues to evolve so differently, that no
final description can serve. At one stage PRA was called ‘an approach and
methods for learning about rural life and conditions from, with and by rural
people’, with the emphasis on learning by outsiders. The prepositions were
then reversed to read ‘by, with and from’, as the analysis and learning
shifted from ‘us’ to ‘them’. Then the term PRA came to cover more than
just learning. It extended into analysis, planning, action, monitoring and
evaluation. It was also used to describe a variety of approaches as they
evolved in different countries, contexts and organizations. To cover these,
it was described in May 1994 as: ‘a family of approaches and methods to
enable rural people to share, enhance, and analyse their knowledge of life
and conditions, to plan and to act’ (Absalom et al., 1995). To this can now
be added ‘and to monitor and evaluate’. For some, too, it is now a philo-
sophy and a way of life which stresses self-critical awareness and commit-
ment to the poor, weak and vulnerable.

The essence of PRA has been induced from practice and what has been
found to work, not deduced from a priori principles. It has three founda-
tions or pillars (Mascarenhas et al., 1991; and Figure 6.1):

O the behaviour and attitudes of outsiders, who facilitate, not dominate;

O the methods, which shift the normal balance from closed to open, from
individual to group, from verbal to visual, and from measuring to com-
paring; and
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O partnership and sharing of information, experience, food and training,
between insiders and outsiders, and between organizations.

For many, PRA seeks to empower lowers — women, minorities, the poor,
the weak and the vulnerable — and to make power reversals real.

PRA has currently many historical roots. It has evolved from, draws on
and resonates with several sources and traditions. Some of its methods
appear new; and some have been adopted, adapted or rediscovered (see,
for example, Whyte, 1977; Pelto and Pelto, 1978; and Rhoades, 1990). In
understanding what has happened, it makes no sense to try to separate out
causes, effects, innovations, influences and diffusion as though these follow
straight lines. In a world of continuously quicker and closer communica-
tion, transfers and sharing have become more and more rapid and untrace-
able. So these sources and traditions have intermingled more and more
over the past decade, and each also continues in several forms; but directly
or indirectly all have contributed to a confluence in PRA; and as with other
confluences, the flow has speeded up, and innovation and change have
accelerated to cover new ground.

Five streams which stand out as sources and cousins of PRA, and be-
tween which insights, approaches and methods are continuously flowing,
are shown in Figure 6.2 and can be listed and described, in alphabetical
order, as:

O action-reflection research;

O agro-ecosystem analysis;

O applied anthropology;

o field research on farming systems; and
O rapid rural appraisal (RRA).

Participatory action—reflection research

The term ‘participatory action-reflection research’ is used to encompass
approaches and methods which have in various ways combined action,
reflection, participation and research. These range from action science
(Argyris et al., 1985) and reflection-in-action (Schon, 1983, 1987) in which
professionals act and reflect on what they do and how they learn, to ap-
proaches which use dialogue and participatory research to enhance local
people’s awareness and confidence, and to empower their action.

Participatory action-reflection research which seeks to empower owes much
to the work and inspiration of Paulo Freire, to his books Pedagogy of the
Oppressed (1970) and Education for Critical Consciousness (1974), and to the
practice and experience of conscientization in Latin America. The Freirian
theme, that poor and exploited people can and should be enabled to analyse
their own reality, has been widely influential, though practiced by only a small
minority of development professionals. Activities in this tradition have been
variously known as participatory research (Cornwall and Jewkes, 1995) and
participatory action research (PAR) (Fals-Borda and Rahman, 1991; Whyte,
1991). Since these overlap, they can be considered together.

Participatory research and PAR have been strongest in Latin America.
They have long been associated with the adult education movement
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(Convergence, 1975; 1981; 1988). An African regional Workshop on Parti-
cipatory Research was held in Tanzania in 1979 (Kassam and Mustafa,
1982). In India, the Society for Participatory Research in Asia (SPR in Asia
1982) sought to spread the philosophy and practice of participatory re-
search. Activities were conducted in widely differing conditions (Rahman,
1984). In Bangladesh, as recorded in The Net (BRAC, 1983), poor and
powerless people took part in investigation and analysis of the power struc-
ture in 10 villages, and of how benefits directed towards them by the
government were intercepted by the local élite. In the United States, the
Highlander Research and Education Center in rural Appalachia worked to
enable underprivileged communities to gain confidence in their own
knowledge and abilities, and to take political action (Gaventa, 1980; Ga-
venta and Lewis, 1991).

PAR especially has sought actively to involve people in generating
knowledge about their own condition and how it can be changed, to stimu-
late social and economic change based on the awakening of the common
people, and to empower the oppressed.! The techniques used in PAR
(summarized in Cornwall et al., 1993: 25) include collective research
through meetings and socio-dramas, critical recovery of history, valuing
and applying folk culture, and the production and diffusion of new know-
ledge through written, oral and visual forms.

The varied forms of participatory action-reflection research have been
practised by people with orientations ranging from scientific curiosity to
radical zeal, and from critical self-doubt to confident crypto-paternalism. In
common, though, its various forms have challenged established interests,
whether professional (raising questions of values, knowledge and how we
learn) or political (raising questions of exploitation, equity and how we
change). Spread has been limited by the intense engagement <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>