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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 concenirate, 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-
abiliries, equity, and sustainability as interlinked ends and meons. Huge
opporiunities exist to make a difference for the better. The challenge is
personal, professional and institutional, 10 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 19505 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,

1




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 chaltenge, 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-
murity, househald, 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 betier. 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 potlitical
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 regienal 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, WEP, and WHQ, to name but some of t_he
larger and better known; all those, too, who inﬁuen_oe or work _for anc! v.mh
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

ith poor people and development. _ _ )
Wlihal:)n-n refgrriﬁg tousasa gr?)up, as ‘we’ and ‘us’Z, after this point without
inverted commas. The radical activist in a remote village in Bibar 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 cur 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. o _

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 fz.:ster;
changes are more interconnected and more instantly communicated; and
the future is harder to foresee. o ) _
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 comumunications, 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-ﬁ:}'st century,
anyone reading it may find of historical interest the changes which seem so
amic in the mid-1990s. _
CIy;o]itically, the effects of the end of the Cold War have been dramatic.
Global power is now concentrated in the North, and especlzflly 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, Yugoslawa; and many hav!:-
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

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 chan ge 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-

Internet, and instant news comes from CNN and the RBC. Television has
shrunk our world to a visual village.

Environmentally, as every Northemn schoolchild now knows, change is upon
us, much of it threatening, through air, sea, water and soil poifution, through
global warming and rising sea levels, through the thinning of the ozope layer,
through the dangers of disarming and disposing of nuclear weapons, through
nuclear waste disposal, and through deforestation 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 visval social reality perceived or repressed includes mass staughter,
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 2 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)
petipheries in the South. From there, there is no one view, but a multi-
plicity. Social change is rapid in almost svery part of the globe, though
largely unperceived in the cores. Tens of miltions are deprived and mar-
ginalized each year through political, economic and physical disasters.
More, not fewer, people become refugees; more, not fewer, migrate each

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 penctrated 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, ‘remeote’ 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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15 to the peripheries, the places of poverty, weakness and
ai;iﬁict‘i’o?dggfethe powgfﬁﬂpmmor@ty of the cores and ct'he powerless
majority of the peripheries, the world is opposite waylf oun 1"i heries. are

Both perspectives, from Northern cores and Southern p:l: tp cties, ar
tied to a time in history, the present, What they share, and w }a: \;.r SpS ist
is the unpredictability of the future. The faster the change, the les S?Jcthe
the forecasts; and the quicker and more global ‘the cqmrlilunlcatilon,e 0 the
greater the costs of error. Futurologists are c_hscredlted. they hav - peen
spectacularly wrong, and the errors of economic forecasters ‘have; li“i ce
few. William J. Baumol (1991: 1) has expressed the uncertainty f:; rmwitl):
feel with his statement that ‘I feel obllgeq to confess that I can‘(l:; (<3 vt
any degree of confidence only one prediction ~ tha_t (he future Wlh surg) ise
me’. New humility, sensitivity, nimbleness and willingness to ¢ angl’fe re
needed for the more fluid and transient conditions of contemporary :1 e in
the North. And in the peripheries of the Soul.l}, the world remains u cer
tain, as in the past, subject to sudden changes in markegs,_ pnc:jas, se“{:r ce: N
supplies, institutions, government staff, wegther, and_ cmﬁ order. L 03;
time, the world outside the local community can bring human-ma
natural threat and disaster.

Polarization: overclass and underclass

Accelerating change sharpens the challenges of social and econo‘rtr}lc deci
velopment'. The faster the change, the greater are both opportunities ?gss
dangers. Just how acute these challenges are can be gauged from prcrgt eSS
and regress in the human condition over recent decades. These s];]ow stri S
ing contrasts: huge successes and achievements; apd disastrous failures an
ortcomings. » _
ShLef us stfn conventionally, with statistics. These are notoriously ﬂaweg
and liable to mislead. The multiple and diverse realities of povcrtygl:’ ;
well-being defy capture by standard meas?res‘ l{eportedn:gg:&\;fg%r; s or
i i ir limitations, co
declines can be fictions. Yet for all their imi )
tude, trends and contrasts.
can at least suggest some orders of magni ,h : -
W average improve
egate figures for some common indicators sho . : i
ﬁgﬁs gas in %‘able 1.1. But any complacency would mislead: gross deficits
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Table 1.1: Reperted improvements in indicators of human well-being

Least-developed All devefqp.fng
countries countries
1960 1993 1960 1993
Life expectancy (years at birth) 39 51 46 617.50
Infant mortality per 1000 live 173 110 150
births
69
Adult literacy rate {per cent} 29 46.5 45 o
Real GDP per capita $US 580 o0+ 950

Source: HDR, 1395, 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 reduaced. 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 litile more than
a generation, the proportion of children in primary school is said to have
risen from less than a haif 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 re:notely in sight.

On females? from 1970 to 1992, in low- and middle-income countries,
rises were reported in female life expeciancy 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 beggais 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 miltion 4 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 pum-
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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e other hand, civil wars break out, some likq quoslawa and
R“cr)alrlldt: in the world’s eye, and others like Angola, Liberia and Sudan
largely forgotten in the world of international communications. Wholﬁ
peoples, ethmic groups and cultures, for example the Tibetans, the Mars
Arabs of Irag, the Kurds, the South Sudanese, and the people of East
Timor are still, in the mid-1990s, oppressed and pc:rsccuted. 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, _

economy, from 1960 to 1993, in developing countries as a whole, real
Glg)ll’-l per capifa nearly trebled, from US$950 to $2,700. On the other hand,
the rise in the least developed couniries 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
overty has increased and is increasing. )

ab(sgllul;l:t;lll)y, toczr personal deprivation more broadly defined has in many
places deepened. This can be understood through the interlinked Fhmen&
sions of physical weakness, isolation, income-poverty, vulnerability anl
powerlessness (Chambers, 1983 108-39). In any balange sheet, b\;u -
nerability is easily overlooked, yet its spread and aggravation have’u‘ en
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 {md 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_wllh BTMARU
(Bihar, Madhya Pradesh, Rajasathan and Uttar Pradesh} in India, with its
population of some 370 million. Typically, the countries most affected arle
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-telim
decline so that they have to run harder just to stay in the same place, let
alone progress. Donors and creditors who p;oclalm their commitment to
anti-poverty programmes nevertheless require poor debtor countries to
pursue policies which further weaken and impoverish the poorest. A ne“i
underclass of countries has evolved, mirroring the dimensions of persona
deprivation — physically weak, isolated, poor, vulnerable and powerless. "

Even though the trends and tendencies are mixed, the pola_mzancclm c;
humankind between privilege and deprivation, between security and vul-
nerability, and between power and impotence, seems to be mtensxf);gi
Within countries, income disparities have tended to widen. When S
reviewed the 21 countries which it had been aiding, it found that mcgogns-ne
inequalities had grown in all of them (pers. comm. Gunilla Olsson, 1995).
In general, the distribution of income has become increasingly more unc-I
equal since 1960 (Tabatabai, 1995). There are now more very poor and
vulnerable people in the world than ever before; and they are mor;e( and
more concentrated in regions and nations which are themselves weak an

deprived, lacking resources, or the capacity or will to act, or impoverished
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Table 1.2: World Classes 1992

Globaf class Overclass Middie . Underclass
Category of Overconsumers Moderates (3.3 Marginals {1.1
consumption (1.1 billion} billion) billion)
Incorne per eapita  aver US$7500 US$700-7500 less than US$700
Diet meat, packaged grain, cfean water  insufficient grain,
food, soft drinks unsafe water
Calories too many about right too few
consumeds
Transport private cars bicycles, public on foot
transport
Materials throwaways durabies local biomass
Shelter spacious modest rudimentary
climatized
Clothing image conscious  functional secondhand or
scraps

Adapted from Korten, 1595; 6 and Durning, t992: 27

by debt and declining terms
suffering combinations of th

nationat deprivation.

With the withering away of Marxi
gone out of fashion. Humankind ca
concentrations - an overclass with we
which is poor and weak, with a mixed
described by Alan Durning (1992:
Classes, whose characteristics are elab

The overclass of overconsumers js
marginals. The income taken home by
4 times, or 8 times, or 16 times, but 32

The overclass is a majority within
minority within the countries of the §
per cent of the population, in the North, and there
perhaps 20 per cent of the population, in the South.
overclass makes up a democratic majority which votes f.
against the smaller underclass, and luxuriates in a ‘cult
(Galbraith, 1992). This overclass gained from the n
governments of the 1980s. And the North as a whol
dominant position vis-g-vis
in the South finds comman i
ever it is, the overclass holds power,

what is done and not done.
The categories of overclass and u
our world. Like all such categories

ities, they simplify the reality,

n, t

outh. There is a

the South. Despite this, t
nterests w

Conditions,

of trade, or racked by civil disturbance, or
ese. Personal deprivation is nested within

sm, the usefully vague word class has
hough, be seen to have two polar
alth and power, and an underclass
and mobile middle. In 1992, this was
27} as three World Consumption
orated in Table 1.2,

the same size as the underclass of

the wealthy overclass is not twice, or

times that of the poor underclass,
the countries of the North, and a

‘South’, perhaps 20
is a ‘North’, again
In the North, the
or its own interests

eo-liberal right-wing
¢ has gained from jts
he minority overclass
ith the overclass in the North. Wher-
and bears the main responsibility for

nderclass dramatize the polarization of
, and all statistics about complex real-
people, trends, resource

relationships, are diverse — within families, groups, com-
E?:;Kg??;;g:: and nationg. All the same, l_he ovg.r_class and uqd_erclas;
are stable: the overclass has multiple interlocking privileges, securities an
advantages which keep it on top; and the underclass has multiple mtcrloﬁ:-
ing disabilities, vulnerabilities and deprivations which hold it undir. te
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

i ny shifting dimensions, the temptation is to simplify or des-
Ifgi(ifdA‘:Illg}gmuﬁy? diversi%y and plural realities can be difficult to tolerate.
Refuge can be sought in negativism. The outside cover of The Deve}iop::n'lfl;:r
Dictionary: A Guide to Knowledge as Power (Sachs, 1992) asserts tdat e
idea of development stands today like a ruin in the intellectual lan 'scaPpet.
That is no grounds for pessimism. Much can grow on and outofa r!.nnl.1 as
errors as well as achievements contribute to current learning. Soitis that 12
the mid-1990s a consensus may be evolving on concepts, objectives an

i better future. )
aCtIItOsI;ifg; ;old tto assert that in conditions of accelerating change, concepts
may be stabilizing. Ideas for development policy and practice hawil Fcl"lnttll?u-
ously changed, not least in response to the conchtlpns from which they
derive and om which they act. With the extension of instant over-
communication on the cybernetic superhighway, and with new conogqtra-
tions of intellect and power in central places, Northern and donog—fn\tfen
lurches of policies to promote and fashions to follow can now spread fas eléi
At.any time there have coexisted a range of vocabulary, concepts, aml
values, some considered old-fashioned, some _current, and som% 21‘;335 -
garde. So it is only to be expected that the frontier words of the mid- Y .
such as accountability, ownership, stakeholder and transparency w ) e
followed and perhaps superseded by others. All the same, t:ert:;lu'lho‘.r e;‘
words, concepts and phrases have gradually grown in usage an ai f‘l
generality and utility which seem to fit them for survival even in volatile
bulent conditions and debates. o )
ani:l:general level, there is putting people first, featuring in the t};le's of a't
least two books (Cernea, 1985 and Burkey, 1993). A massive shift in pll‘lo
orities and thinking has been taking place, frqrn things and lnfrasm.l;:(n.lret _
people and capabilities. Consonant with this shift, ﬁ_ve words, ta ?Tphege
gether, seem to capture and express much of an emergmg‘conge.nsusE‘ hes
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:

jective of development is well-being for all. Well-being can be

° gfsir?&?g théf experignoe of good quality of life. Well-being, ancri‘.l 11!Is
opposite ill-being, differ from wealth and poverty. Well-being an, llh-
being are words with equivalents in many languages. Unlike wea, . 1‘
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 livelihoad as means. Equity

and sustainability are principles which gqualify fivelihood t scome livelil
well-being to become responsible well-i?eingf‘y o0 ® Wvelinood securty, and

Figure 1.1:  The web of responsible well-being

mental and spiritual as well as material, It has
person can define it for herself or himself. Perhagga;%s?;?:;?.wiiﬂ
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 pévert);
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.,s
]SOquéatmab]E ]i\ge]ihgods maintain or enhance resource productivity on ‘a
-term basis and equitable liveli intai iveli
}éoodz m, we]l-beingcag table l ¢lihoods maintain or enhance the liveli-
apabilities are means to livelihood and well-being.? iliti
to what people are capable of doing and l:oeingig Thq:ypaaeglﬁzafsfe:os
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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, instindionally, 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 5o 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:

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

¢ 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;

@ 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 concepis 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 js 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 muttiple, 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
footioose, 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 ali
on any regulation; and profits from currency spectation would appear
to be at the cost of the whole of the rest of humankind, including the
poor. Such giobal trends present themselves, like the weather, as haz-
ards to be observed and forecast faltibly, but seemingly outside human
conirol.

2. Fundamentalisms are divisive, and weaken any sense that individuals
can make 2 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 selt-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 atways hold on to
what they have, and never give over anything for the global have-nots;
and the individual is largely impotent.

- 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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many-sided, and aln:mst any act can 1  good or bad light What
ever other negative interpretations may also apply, at which
tvati ctions is to help others, to make g
part of the motivation for many a O B e e e ot
better for those who are less fortunate or in need. A ) t
i huge achievements of recen
human behaviour, and can be chosen. The g recet
i he desire to reduce suffering, to
decades in health had many causes, but t fers
i i i those who are deprived, was
cat infant mortality, to make life better for those < deprived, W
ne. No one is fully determined; no one is immune
Sulgg;t?nd this, the new concentrations of power in the 1990§ present ne\ar
opportunities for action. The unipolar focus of power, influence an

13



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

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.

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 chalienge to change

The problem is how, in conditions of continuous and accelerating change,
to put peaple 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

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-
tenge 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

.. te of money and a bloody mess.
L AmeE gﬁicigﬁ’)f a multilateral agency on
Integrated Rural Development Projects

i ; ional change can be

the potential gains from persona_f and professiona
:g::;;{hrcfugh analysis of error. Errors in gevelopm;n[t ﬁ:f; ;:)g f:(;r:;::rgnaf:

lead to quick le A
to be normal. Some are embraced and 10 qu g others are
i t in many domains. Ex:
embedded and sustained. Past errors are eviden pomiams. =
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Errors: embraced or embedded?

‘To err is human’ is oddly absent from The Methuen Dictionary of Clicﬁ
(Ammer, 1992), Yet Alexander Popr;’ﬂ ghras? is c?ﬁuul?-?ar:] m;pt;y Tl-l':;l:?l.he
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: i basis for seeing ho .
lyses examples of error to provide a s e e it at one
in development lie on a continuum betwee:
po]l?er;m::ce; errol:s which lead to learning; at the other, embedded errors
i in mistakes. _
Wh}%crlgoizstwagcﬁl ::e recognized and embraced can leald g:.ucﬁl{etrc:itl;e;f;
i d with the complexity, di
understanding and perform_a.nce. Faced » e e e b
dynamism of people, conditions, institutions an s oy 10 o
i i de. Those who take responsibility
expected that mistakes will be ma > who take responsibility and act
have to learn, adapt and adjust on the run. or them, ohes
i then, a class of errors whic!
are needed for learning to do better. There is, , ors v
ick 1 hort-term and reversible. v
can lead to quick improvements. T_hey are s  aacrcseive spproxitny,
known as trial-and-error, learning-by-doing, and s :
?i?n :ﬁg found and expected in %ﬂot u]:r({]gescg a'II']lJc.ti‘.‘, ?p;oﬁﬁm@t?gthg?;:z
, ; Rondinelli, . }
B s feemare tootan, : 261-2). They are errors for learning,
sent is to ‘fail forward’ (Peters, 1989 261-2). c]l’ld T e
Embedded erors go deeper, last longer, and do - Often
i i alized. Often they fit wha
reflect widely held views, and are gener: t
;Jl;?erful peopie ywzmt to believe, They tend to spread, to be self
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perpetusating, and to di
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 s¢
deeply embedded, and how similar errors can be avoided.

g themselves in. Embedded error proliferates and

Macro-policy

The most sericus 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 19505 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-
meunts 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-
nornies 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 2 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 1o later, Also, whatever policies are followed, some people
will usually be hurt and so the policies will be open to criticisn. 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 puzzie is how such errors, so obviou:s 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, {’950; Baldwin, 1957; Hirschman, 1967; Chambers,
1973; Cassen er 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 N(GGOs 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. _ o

Following Robert McNamara’s speech in Na_u_‘obl in September 1973, rt}rat
poverty and rural development became prior:ltles for Worlc! Bank lenc!mg.
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 UUS$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 bomne 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;

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

© 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 wéll-beipg and develop-
ment than food. Lay people can be forgivpn 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 malautrition, and that the solution was to increase the
ittake of protein. This led to feeding undernourished children with expens-
ive high-protein foods. Then it came to be understoad that the main def-
iciency was usually calories, not proteins. In comsequence, feeding
priorities shifted from proteins to ensuring adequate calorics 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 er 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 1350 Lord Boyd-Orr,
the first Director-General of FAQ, 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 2700keal 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
wouid 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
bis 1981 book Poverty and Famines, Amartya Sen challenged the first
belief, arguing that famines were more the result of lack of entitlements —
the fack of the ability to command and obtain food, than of lack of food or

18

Table 2.1 Some estimates of food energy requirements
Year Keafl A: Male, bodyweight 70kg

1958 3200 NAS moderately active

1968 2800 NAS moderately active

1974 2700 NAS moderately active
B: Male, bodywesight 55kg

1957 2830 FAO moderate activity

1965 2500 active, in Africa

1973 2530 FAQ moderate activity

1983 2400 ICMR! recommended daily intake adult, moderate physical
activity

1985 2450 WHO/FAO/UNU ditto {est. 2710, corrected for overestimate
of BMR?2)

1965 2200 as above, with minimal activities
1985 1860 as above, with body weight adjusted to 44kg
1985 1550 as above, 'survival' requirement

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

decline in food availability. In his 1939 book Famtine 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,
Adapiable 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 Shlfl‘ to
save livelihoods, not just lives. These three bopks, and the researcl} 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 del?ate.

The learning from all this is that what appear to be hard scientific facts
and fgures can be selected according to the chrpate_ 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 techlgology is
superior. There are areas where this is well establiched 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-
teve] post-harvest losses of grains.

Post-harvest losses of food at the village Jevel 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 1o 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 (aken 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. FAQ
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) Teviewing 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 IRRL 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 resuits gave ranges of loss. Summing the fows 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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i 37, ete). Though derived from an on—’station expeti-
ﬂ‘;fi :g gzrtemen?;nges of) losses g'u];‘mlf:r different, inciuding sqbopur:}?l
conditions, the figures were subsequently quoted by others as applying t? ch
farm level, and as late as 1985 asseén:;nfg SOSf) up to 37 per cent losses a

- i -east Asia (Al . o
fal'}nhéexlliglf Sn?lﬁll‘.g]? E;f)sses plgoved resiliently sustainable. Commercial in-
terests had no cause to underestimate losses, since 51lo§'. and other stor‘age
technology lent themselves to profits from capital-aid progr;m;nez‘ I;n
Bourne’s laconic words (1977: 15). ‘figures that have b?en o ;;a;lme l y
careful measurement are manipulated for various reasons’. Rura , e\rfilop-
ment tourists were vuinerable to the way in which f‘armers.’usua ly \l"l age
leaders, will often oblige the visiting post-harvest ‘experts’ by displaying
the severity of their post-harvest problems (perhaps the few_reman;;::)%
insect-damaged, rodeni-chewed cobs from a harvest long since F ’
(Greeley 1986). Thirty per cent and _40 per cent were easy ﬁgbu_refs o re.
member and repeat for those who write general development r:; s, comS
pose speeches for ministers, and personally pontificate at cgl er:gct(}:lé
Moreover, high farm-level losses were atiractive because they blam he
farmer and invited a modem technological fix. There were many reaso
for wanting to believe in high losses. ) dicoositions can

The learning is that vested interests and professional pre 1sp051d > o
sustain an entrenched belief long after it has been repeatedly exposed as .

Animal-drawn wheeled toolcarriers

rce for this section is Paul Starkey’s scholarly and sobering study

E:t?msﬁggiawn Wheeled Toolcarriers: Perfected yet Rejected (1988). a4

Wheeled toolcarriers are multipurpose implements that can be use 9;);
ploughing, seeding, weeding and transport. In the three decades tqn} :
about 10 000 wheeled toolcarriers of over 45 designs were made, n'_mll ¥ 131;
and for Africa and Asia. The toolcarriers were designed by agricultur
engineers, developed and tested in workshops and on research stagdons,
and then passed on to farmers for trials and to manufacturers fq:l E}r 1_12;
tion. The International Crops Research Institute for the Semiari {?pll
(ICRISAT) developed toolcarriers which received much ‘pl‘lthlfty. P 88
1200 were distributed to farmers through credit and subsidies of up to 0
per cent. Worldwide, more than one hundred senior pcrson»ye;rts, zm
several hundred person-years of less senior staff, were devote ;)dtg
development of these toolbars, a1)1d the cost at 1987 prices was estumate:

40 million (ibid: 142). ]
be\;\)f‘l;?eggstoolcarﬁers( were rejected by farmers. The reasons welr_e l::gh;l
cost, heavy weight, lack of manoeuvrability, inconvenience, comp_lia od
of adjustment, difficulty in changing between modes, and hlgl%nlelr psd ain
less flexibility than with a range of single-purpose implements. 0 eir ?ssdgig
was a compromise between the many different requlrementfs. har;‘gea}o id
better, by their criterta, with single-purpose implements. O [di» 000 or
so toolcarriers made, Starkey found that the number ever use y.bggl?i %,
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 Tnany ways.

Woodiuel 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 accurnulating 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 faund 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 maoy trees in Tanzania’ remains true in the mid-1990s.

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

Supply
© 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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i i Ithough ‘tree regrowth can
o natural regeneration was usually o_rmtted, a e regrow
soften drargnatically the dire predictions of gap forecasts’ (ibid: 8%; "
o surpluses were not accounted for arising from land-clearing, often the
t source of woodfuel; ) )
o lf:rngne:rs plant and protect trees to provide for their needs and also to
t market opportunities; _
o ﬁf:h tree-bas&pfuel is, in practice, dead branches, twigs and leaves, and
does not entail depletion of living stock.

goﬁsot?g;‘lmconsumption figures were uq:eliable and conclusions were

iti all differences in assumptions; )

o iz[tllsslttll:lep:i{-)aimwas assumed to rise in proportion to populauon,‘z?:t
people have many coping strategies for substitutions :a,nc:l‘acon‘:croentj‘:w A ﬁ
in face of scarcity. Substitutions occur, and chaqge over tu:ue’1 cen
tree-based fuel of different sorts, dung, crop residues and fue ; suE X ha' s
kerosene. For example, Patrick Darling (1993: 2) has reported for 1“
opia that; ‘Western economists . . . ca}lculated tree reqmremenls,t_asn
suming that Highland people had similar per caput fuel conslump 1(1)
levels as those elsewhere in Africa. Hagl they consqlted loca pe?p_e,
they would have found that fermentation and rapid cookmfg of ¢ g{
enjera pancakes has reduced per caput fuel consumption by a factor

o] :%;gft:f; and other fuel-consumption patterns are ’hlghly‘r varlabéedloca'lly
and seasonally, making averages of aggregates nuslead1ng,3§n 0 efg'su-ilﬁ
generalization (Mearns, 1995). For example, in a survey of vi llag sin
Ethiopia (CESEN, 1986 cited by Mcams), energy consumption
found to vary between 4 and 38 gigajoules per person.

i hat it bears heavily
1d deny that rural energy is often a problem or t
I::‘rv\:r?':;n. Tha{ the problem was grossly misperceived and exaggeraftled Eg
planners also seems beyond dispute. Some of the prescriptions that flow

- 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. N .
The learning is that central planners, cut off from local conditions, con

iti i t of how
ith their computers, uncritical of bad data and ignoran
gl;:gl:' lltive, are prorEe to construet for themselves an:cl ’thell’ co!leagues
costly worlds of fantasy, prophesying doom and prescribing massive pro-
grammes which are neither needed nor feasible.

People and the environment

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

i i i 1 destruction sets off a
The interaction of poverty and environmenta ;
downwatd spiral of ecological deterioration that threatens thrf physical
security, economic well-being and health of many of the world’s poorest
people (Leonard, 1989: 6).
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The l?uman factors res_ponsible for this degradation are becoming in-
cr%asmgly apparent. _ngh 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 iti
: T . a critical human mass i
glabally, leading to a gigantic, and widely synchronized popul{astigf'nczre: f;g
(Pennycmcl_c.'1992: 104 cited in Darling, 1993; 13). :
The implicit simple feedback loop is:
- .

Population

f Envivonmerit
increases

degredes

Poverty
deepens

L

Figure 2.1: The population—poverty—environment stereotype

An authoritative statement o
UNICE_F’S 1994 The State
Population-Poverty-Environm

f this view, carefuily written i i
, and qualified, is
of (t{:;E;Vorid’s Children. This posits a
) iy ent spiral which has multipl i
fﬁlusatlon. Part of this is 2 negative link between population gnednfhg; t:r'ﬁ
renment. More people causes environmental degradation which in turn
ca%‘s}lqs more poverty and so a larger population.
gene rI:lll; igﬁfélmes rtru-e. Mhoreovcr, UNICEF's policy prescriptions are
] - as lar as they go. The problem is that th i
relationships are stated as universals, i i re poonts v
als, implying that more
and necessarily means more envi o e s
( : Ironmental degradation. There i
evidence of professional error in this belief, and much local contra:y Ig\ﬁ?ﬂlj
ence (see e.g. Binns, 1995). Let us examine some examples.

Planting and protecting trees

Trees are planted and protected by small farmers

te in
world. Preconditions are secure rights to land and tre and 3 1o for tone

€s, 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 reasen to expect the same higher woody biomass with denser popu-
lation in most of the high-potential iands 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
1088: Carter and Gilmour 198%; 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 Districi, 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 er 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 ruls. Every phase of misuse of
fand 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 rapidiy rising population and labour
force. Indeed, the principal researchers entitled their book More People,
Less Erosion: Environmental Recovery in Kenya (Tiften et al, 1993y,

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 ¢/ 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.

Tle Kissidougoun 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, alf 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
istands 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 er 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 virFually 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)

nclude that the woody vegetation cover of savgmahs has been in-
;[rh;:ea)s(irf(g) during the period w}fen policymakers have believed the opposite;
that the island forests, far from being remnants, have been created by people
around their settlements; and that people ha}'e sophisticated gnd‘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 da(np
with dew and the fire is less hot; and that fires are u:_r.ed 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 bly
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

the problem, but those of government. _

weIr: theill') parallel study of the history of the Ziama Reserve, Fairhead and
Leach (1994) found another misperception qf history. What is now re-
garded by professionals as pristine forest, a relic of the diverse and sp_ecnils-
rich original forest, actually supported a dense human population in tl: e
nineteenth century, as recorded in detail b}{ colon’lal travellers; am:_l ey
cite other evidence that most of West Africa’s high forests contain old
abandoned village sites (ibid: 481—4). Human and ecological hlstory! whecll'l
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 agau;lst
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, forthconn_ng).
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 exapgerated 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-ADBR 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 hilis.
Their more credible reality is that cultivated tand in the hills is declining.
This is a consequence of ioss 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 arcas. 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 fed to an expansion of cuitivated 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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i i i i hich have just been
repeated sceptical scrutiny, including those w
csf’ablished 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 stab!llty. but current realities arg
diverse. The easiest error is to overgeneralize from particular cases an
assume uniformity.

The puzzle: why were we wrong?

or are these isolated examples of error. I have chosen them for their
1t;]iws:rsit;.r, and variously for their scale of impact, the tenacity with whn_c;llml
they have been upheid, their topical relevance and the credibility wi
which they have been qualified or overtumed. Other examples might have
been human-made desertification (Darling, 1993; Swift, 1996), the gheo;y
of Himalayan environmental degradation (Ives, 1987), soil erosion in
Africa (Stocking, 1996}, pastoralism (Scoones, 1995¢, d and f), the Irlnlteg-
rated Rural Development Programme in India (Dreze, 1990}, or l('-‘)t e_rsl’:
e.g., in Leach and Mearns (eds) book, The Lie of the Land (1996). amﬁ
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 experti_se and
tested seriously by time-series studies, the main thrusts of their past
analyses are proving fo be incorrect in every major vegetation zone 1n
Africa.

and myths have persisted through decades, reinforced and reas-

sEerrrt?c'is by inlel?igent, highrl,y educated people across the range of disciplines
ional occupations.

ang,ep;rc:lffnsgggnd 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-termthme-
ticulous and versatile research and lobbying to modify or overturn egl.
The processes differed. Sometimes the research was largel:! thrqulgh t ni
insightful analysis of secondary data, as with Amartya S‘en $ entit e_menf
theory of famine, and Gerald Leach’s and Robin Mearns demystifying ol
the woodfuel crisis; sometimes through personal socgal-anthrppoloycat
field research, as with Alexander de Waal’s ldentl’ﬁcatlon of disease, clllod
hunger, as the main killer in most famines; sometimes through‘ ex;:ln e
multi-disciplinary research with scrupulous measurement, as‘wuh artin
Greeley’'s and others’ findings of low post-harvest lcfsses_, sometlrﬁest;
through research and correspondence, as with Starkey’s dlscov.;,r)r t at
multi-purpose wheeled toolcarriers were §v§where rejpcteq by anl':gersl.,
sometimes through combinations of multi-disciplinary historical, ar_; h 1:fva )
ecological and social-anthropological field research, as by Mary 1‘:1 ctl;l,
Michael Mortimore and F.N. Gichuki for Machakos in Kenya a;n Y
Melissa Leach, James Fairhead and their colleagues for the oresta
savannah zone in Guinea, The researchers used different combinations an
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sequences of methads, 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
$0 wrong, and wrong for so long? How were these errors possible, and why
were they so sustained?

How could it have been supposed that caomplex 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. | 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 commerciat and political interests dominate in
large projects, myths may scarcely be needed: the Pergau Dam in Malaysia,
financed ilegally 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
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carefully documented and analysed by Jeren;y t?lwift (1?1116)‘ c\:ﬁé&f&;&:ﬁ
i m: :
a convergence of the interests of three ¢ _
;gl;ci’:t%:l govemme%ts in Africa; international-aid burcaucrac:e‘s, esdpccmgg
United Nations agencies and some major bilateral donors; and so
s of scientists.! o .
gml\?clrjthing in this book should detract from the significance of vested inter
ests and the distortions and distractions to which they give rise.

The puzzie and the challenge

i ¢ i 7* approach of political
lanation, the ‘who gains and who loses?’ appro :
E;c:n?n?; gaxlfes us only part way in undersland:}t:sg the cﬁenestl; :%grlg;gszuz
: it is relatively weak with some myths, such as :
gf.ell!g(;gal;}:zrlt.:ge;vorylocauy erroneous beliefs that overpopulation rzas
degrading the environment. To complement vested interests, three other
explanations stand out: professionalism; distance; and powe:l. ean
Professionalism is concerned with our llmowllledge, an(i usol\:e l‘i";s weré
i the errone
analyse and prescribe. In all these exau'nr.whcs‘;I T oty
embedded in the concepts, values, methods tormally
i in discipli Those who were wrong had ha
dominant in disciplines and professions. \ ad hac
i ini hether as macro-economists, engineers,
long education and training, W - omists, enginesrs,
i i ters, administrators or social scientists.
O, O fos were. ialists. All were linked in with other
were highly numerate. Most were specialists, e e telenhone
ional colleagues around the wor_lcl. Through letters, e,
ﬁﬁ:ﬁ?&, confergnces. professional dou_nin‘als andt%a:s:lﬁ,altll:?; l:r:;z [:g
touch with their professional peers and with curren inant values and
i ir learning was, then, more hkely to come laterally :
Eggsisihgefl:om belofv, and to follow current 1d_eologles qqd fashions. This
leads us, in Chapter 3, to the analysis of prpf_cssmnal rea.hues. N
Disra;:ce blocks, blurs and distorts vision, and dlstgnce is insti .
tionalized. Most of those who were wrong “lr:,re phylswa]lé', cg;%a;agzs
i oci iti i from the people an i
tionally, socially and coguitively dlstant. g : nditions
i i bing for, and making pre !
they were analysing, planning and prescribing predictions
i laced, in headquarters, in 0 .
about. Physically, they were centrally p pa B
laboratories and on research stations, fa_a: om a e Orsanizn,
diverse, dynamic and unpredictable rural re .
fﬁ)?glll;x,th;;ewere grapped by norms of behavtou;, Ilay ro:l:igerse ‘ilgcrid:g
' i i i tral places
resources {or their lack), which kept them in cen N d
i i different and apart from rur
them for working there. Socially, they were apart from rure
i tact, if any, was confined to .short special o , 88
gzgepl‘:i:ggftg?ll:isatz‘ Cogni{ively, they were distant, having different cat
i iteria, values and life experiences. )
egoBI;ie:‘gcgllistant they relied on secondary data. Thelytcall:c]l:;ﬁ:%cl) C\lvglgj?ce
‘ bers as reality. -
figures that were to hand, and treated num 4 projec
i fuelwood or the users. Analysis,
tions were made far from the sources of AR A
i i -down and centre-outwards. In the
D e that teahmologi k ere available. Centrally-
med that technological packages wers -
:jw.:tser:-f?;:ed packages could be transferred to and m11:»<:;sedf onaigtcal condi
tions. This leads us to explore, in Chapter 4, the trans_fer of reality.
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Power hinders learning. Those who were wrong we
were senior, almost all men, mostly white, and inﬂugcntjall‘e“?hcg::;?tll:lrrgzg
age, professional authority, control of funds, or positic;n in a hierarch;
Their very power conditioned their perceptions and prevented them frm)l:
learning. This leads us to examine, in Chapter 5, how power deceives

Professpn_ahsm, distance and power can combine with vested intérests
to offer spirited resistance to new insights. Old professionals deny new
understandmgg and realities. At the same time, the acceleration of change
the concentration of power and the diversity of people and conditions nfm:
make etrror 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 rcrllclv_r]f ?angcrous because those who may be affected are more numerc;us
?t?an :3 vi :_to be affected more quickly. So being right matters now more

The question remains how correct, in their turp, new insi
conclusion has to be self-doubt. We have to ask h0\’v aild i::ltsl;rgl\lrt: :;ist?lii
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 ]oc1a1 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 stili
do no; know, or have got wrong; and what we need to know is constant]
changing. I have found myself repeatedly revising the section in this cha Bi
ter abOPt Nepal, and am still in doubt about it; the reader will note tll:e
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-
toxllft} and oult‘—of-date. about leddu realities. ,

is not ‘them’, those who are peri heral, poor, we

who are responsible for these prob]ems}: of knoEing, actiil; ::dd t:rt:il;;e?:l!?i
is not they who have been wrong, but us. The first step, then, is humbiin It
is to recognize our ignorance and error. Gradually, and none too srian
development professionals are coming to see that the problem is more ‘u ;
than ‘thern’. 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 iwo 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 tahle always in his pocker, Sir, ready to weigh and measure any
parcel of human nature, and tell you exactly what it comes (0. Iisa

mere question of figures, a case of simple arithmeric.
Charles Dickens, Hard Times, Chapter 2

Normal professionalism — the ideas, values, methods and behaviour accepted
and dominant in professions or disciplines — is @ means to status, power and
wealth, Commondy, 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 realifies are
simplified and ordered in single scales such as poverty lines, and measures of
production and employment. Ini the social sciences and policy, economics domi-
nates, and gives primacy o 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 sysiems 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 ot 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 (i) throughout
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