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Putting the Last First: Reflections
on the Work of Robert Chambers

Andrea Cornwall and Ian Scoones

INTRODUCTION

This book tells a particular history of development over the last 50 years, a period
that spans the career of one of its most influential thinkers. Robert Chambers is
clearly unique. But he is also very much a product of particular time and place,
of an era that spans the history of development in the post-World War period,
from the transition from colonialism to the Washington Consensus and beyond.
Contributors trace a story that stretches from Robert’s posting as a District
Officer in the colonial government of Kenya in the 1950s via work on irrigation
management, rural livelihoods and agricultural research and in the promotion of
participatory approaches in development, to his most recent engagement with
Community-Led Total Sanitation (CLTS).

All the authors in this book have worked closely with Robert at various times.
Each of the chapters reflects critically on the influences that Robert’s work has had
on them and the wider fields in which they have worked. Like so many of the other
contributors to this book, Robert has had a profound influence not only on what
we work on, but on how we work. Our own involvement with Robert originated
in a shared interest in democratizing the practice of research and challenging
conventional wisdoms about knowledge. We were both drawn to Rapid (and later
Participatory) Rural Appraisal (RRA and PRA) for the iterative, provisional and
processual way of learning about lives and livelihoods that they offered, and their
potential to democratize development research. Both of us, in different ways, came
to a more critical appraisal of the trajectory that PRA was to take; one that led
us to closer engagement in our own work with the politics of knowledge, policy
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and development practice. In the years since then, we have worked with Robert
on numerous other themes, from sustainable livelihoods and vulnerability to
downward accountability and institutional change in development organizations.

The book is divided into four sections. The first addresses Robert’s contributions
to the way in which development itself is conceptualized and practised. The second
highlights his engagement with rural development, poverty and livelihoods,
which have been a focus throughout his career. The third section focuses on
methodological innovations, and particularly on participatory approaches. The
final section addresses a theme that runs through Robert’s work from the very
beginning: the kind of professionals and professionalism that would best serve the
ambitions of development. This introductory chapter offers an overview, sketching
out the trajectory of Robert’s work and highlighting some of the key themes that
emerge from the chapters that follow.

THE UNLIKELY REVOLUTIONARY

Robert John Haylock Chambers was born into a typical English middle class family
on 1 May 1932 in Cirencester, in the heart of the English Cotswolds. He won a
scholarship to Marlborough College, a well-known English boarding school, where
he studied from 1945 to 1950. His upbringing enforced in him the aspirations
of the British ruling classes, as he notes in his autobiographical piece ‘Critical
reflections of a development nomad’:

My script was to come top in school, to be a good little boy basking in
approval, and go on and on to become Prime Minister or Director-

General of the BBC. (Chambers, 2005c¢, p69)

In 1949, he was awarded a scholarship by Cambridge to study natural sciences.
His education was interrupted by a period of National Service, serving for 18
months in the Somerset Light Infantry. He went on to Cambridge in 1952 and was
awarded a first class degree in history in 1955. After university, he became second-
in-command and then leader of the Gough Island Scientific Survey. Subsequently,
as English-speaking Union Fellow at the University of Pennsylvania, he pursued
an aborted PhD on the American ideal of success in non-fiction best sellers from
1919 to 1956, inspired by Dale Carnegie’s (1936) How to Win Friends and Influence
People. In 1958, he took his first steps into the field of development when he was
posted as District Officer to the colonial government of Kenya, where he managed
development schemes in pastoral and smallholder areas (see Chapter 5).

At the dawn of Kenya’s independence, he took up a post as lecturer in public
administration at the Kenya Institute of Administration where his skills as a
trainer and innovator in training approaches first emerged (Chapter 6). After a
spell at the East African Staff College, having registered part-time for a PhD at
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Manchester with Bill Mackenzie, he returned to the UK in 1966 as a lecturer in
the department of government at the University of Manchester, where he finished
his PhD. From 1967, he had a position as a lecturer in development administration
in the department of politics and sociology at the University of Glasgow. It was
in Glasgow that he met Jennifer Kathleen Scott, whom he was later to marry.
Jenny was a psychology lecturer at Glasgow University and subsequently a clinical
psychologist, and her professional and personal influences on Robert have been
immense. As Robert put it in the preface to Rural Development: Putting the Last
First, ‘she has been a continuous source of insights and ideas which have enabled
me to see, feel and think differently’ (Chambers, 1983, pix). Family life with Jenny
and their three children, Fio, Ajit and Chris, was inflected with Robert’s passions,
whether the ‘PRA suppers’ that would bring 30 or more people to fill the house or
Robert’s absences on work travel, up mountains or on long-distance runs.
Robert’s PhD was published as Seztlement Schemes in Tropical Africa: A Study
of Organizations and Development (Chambers, 1969). His early academic work
continued to focus on the administration of settlement schemes, including in 7he
Volta Resettlement Experience (Chambers, 1970), and subsequently a study of the
Mwea irrigated rice settlement to the north of Nairobi (Chambers and Moris,
1973), which was regarded at the time as a model (see Chapter 3). In 1969, he
returned to Kenya as a Senior Research Fellow at the Institute for Development
Studies at the University of Nairobi, coordinating research and evaluation for the
Kenyan government’s Special Rural Development Programme (Chapters 3 and
4), an experience that was to shape fundamentally his future career, and set him
firmly against any further involvement with administration or management (see
Chapter 33). It was at this time that he first became associated with the Institute of
Development Studies (IDS) at the University of Sussex, then only three years old.
He joined IDS as a Fellow in 1972 (Chapter 2). One of his first projects
was to write up his Kenyan experiences in the now classic book Managing Rural
Development: Ideas and Experience from East Asia (Chambers, 1974). From 1973,
he switched his geographical focus to India. As part of a team of researchers from
Cambridge University, Madras University and the Agrarian Research and Training
Institute, Colombo, under the leadership of Benny Farmer at the Centre for South
Asian Studies at Cambridge University, he studied the green revolution in rice
cultivation in South India and Sri Lanka (see Chapters 20 and 21). This is where
he first became fascinated by farmers’ irrigation and water management practices.
In 1975, he switched track again and became the first evaluation officer for the
United Nations (UN) High Commissioner for Refugees in Geneva. He reflects:

UNHCR was a sort of coelocanth, a survivor from an earlier, less
evolved, age. It had no in-house competence in health, education,
resettlement or agriculture. At the same time, there were millions of
rural refugees in Africa. I concentrated on them, and tried to bring
them to light as people not just statistics. (Chambers, 2005¢, p72)
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He left after only 18 months, having been warned by someone that he was,
‘beginning to become like a UN civil servant, which I took as a health warning’
(Chambers, 2005c¢, p72). However, that short period produced a number of
important papers, such as ‘Rural refugees in Africa: What the eye does not see’
(Chambers, 1979b) which attracted the attention of Barbara Harrell-Bond
(Chapter 13). In the early 1980s, during the establishment of the Refugee Studies
Programme (RSP) at Oxford University, Robert was able to bring his influence to
bear. Barbara Harrell-Bond recounts that John Gerhart of the Ford Foundation
when visiting the RSP had been instructed ‘in no uncertain terms’ by Robert, who
had said, ‘and now, John, you fund that woman’.

One of the great advantages of IDS at the time, as Richard Jolly (see Chapter
2) notes, was that its Fellows were able to come and go, taking up appointments
in different parts of the world and returning to Sussex to write up and share their
experiences with students and colleagues. It was also a place that became a hub
for conferences, workshops and meetings and convening of debates that played
an important role in shaping development thinking. IDS of the 1970s and 1980s
provided him with a ‘stable base and an organization and colleagues who tolerated
and even encouraged my physical and intellectual nomadism’ (Chambers, 2005c,
p75). This environment provided fertile ground for Robert to flourish. He never
quite fitted in — either with the Marxists of the 1970s or the economists of the
1980s and 1990s — but he found his niche elsewhere, and with the establishment
of the Participation Group (later Participation Power and Social Change, PPSC,
team), an ever-expanding team of like-minded colleagues.

Back at IDS, in 1976, Robert embarked on a strand of work that was to
prove equally influential. As Richard Longhurst (Chapter 12) explains, the ideas
around seasonality and complex factors influencing people’s livelihoods became
and remained one of Robert’s main strands of work, which came together around
the seasonality conference of 1978 and the subsequent book in 1981, and later
in the much quoted set of papers in the 1989 /DS Bulletin on vulnerability (see
Chapter 11) and work on ‘sustainable livelihoods™ (see Chapter 10). It was in the
1970s that Robert’s interest in rural research methods was rekindled. Two landmark
events brought together leading thinkers to challenge prevailing orthodoxies in
agricultural research and development. One was an event focusing on what came
to be called ‘indigenous technical knowledge’, which gave rise to the IDS Bulletin
‘Rural development: Whose knowledge counts’ (Chambers and Howes, 1979). The
other was a workshop on an emerging methodology that challenged the very core
of contemporary research practice: Rapid Rural Appraisal. This produced a special
issue of the journal Agricultural Administration (Carruthers and Chambers, 1981).

After this intensely productive spell at IDS, Robert went to India in 1981,
to work as a programme officer and project specialist in poverty and natural
resources with the Ford Foundation in New Delhi, where he completed the writing
of perhaps his most influential work, Rural Development: Putting the Last First
(Chambers, 1983). This book remains to this day certainly the most accessible,
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and probably the most influential, text on rural development. It is, as Jon Moris
(Chapter 3) observes, ‘still the one book for “beginners”. Due to a phenomenally
low cover price, it is also a book that was able to find its way into places that
academic books rarely if ever travel, and it has made its mark on generations of
development professionals — ourselves included.

During his time in India, Robert was able to explore his passions for irrigation
management, livelihoods, trees and common property resources. These were
inspiring times. As Tushaar Shah (Chapter 17) recalls: ‘Robert made deep
impressions on development professionals such as Anil Shah of the Aga Khan Rural
Support Programme (AKRSP) and civil servants like N.C. Saxena, who already
lived by the ideals that Robert was so eloquent in championing.” Significant works
emerging from his work in India from this period included pieces on groundwater
and trees (Chambers and Longhurst, 1986; Chambers, Saxena and Shah, 1989b;
also Chapters 17 and 18). By 1985, Robert was back at IDS and was able to pick
up on these themes and enlist, convene and excite others. His writing on canal
irrigation during this period was especially influential, culminating in the 1988
book Managing Canal Irrigation: Practical Analysis from South Asia. As Director-
General of the recently established International Irrigation Management Institute,
Roberto Lenton recalls handing out a copy of the book to each researcher at the
Institute as soon as it came out (see Chapter 16).

The latter part of the 1980s saw the coming together of a number of important
areas of Robert’s work, culminating in the 1987 Farmer First workshop at IDS.
Work with Janice Jiggins laid out a ‘parsimonious paradigm’ (Chambers and Jiggins,
1987b; Chapter 15) for agricultural research for resource-poor farmers, while the
conference brought together researchers and practitioners from across the world
for five days of intense debate and discussion. The subsequent book (Chambers,
Pacey and Thrupp, 1989a) represented the start of a wider movement in agricultural
research and development that persists in different ways today (see Chapters 14
and 15). In addition to the focus on putting farmers first in agricultural research
and development, Robert also emphasized the importance of understanding
agricultural environments from a farmer’s point of view highlighting in particular
the significance of ‘micro-environments unobserved’ (Chambers, 1990).

Robert wrote for the first time about ‘sustainable livelihoods’ in a 1985
note for a strategy review of the International Institute for Environment and
Development (IIED). This was picked up through interactions with M. S.
Swaminathan, who coined the term ‘sustainable livelihood security’, which became
integral to the the World Commission on Environment and Development, the
Bruntland Commission (Brundtland, 1987; Swaminathan, 1987). The concept
was given further momentum by the inspirational then Director of IIED, Richard
Sandbrook, who shared with Robert an acute ability to see and take up emerging
opportunities, as well as an irreverent humour and sense of mischief. A major
conference organized by IIED as a follow-up to the Brundtland Commission report
and a precursor to the Rio conference of 1992 featured an important think-piece
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by Robert (Chambers, 1987c¢). This was the beginning of a longer term relationship
with IIED. Subsequent work with Gordon Conway led to the highly influential
IDS working paper ‘Sustainable rural livelihoods: Practical concepts for the 21st
century’ (Chambers and Conway, 1992), in part written in a less than salubrious
hotel in the foothills of the Himalayas as Conway recalls (see Chapter 10). The
sustainable livelihoods approach went on to have huge influence among donors
and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) worldwide (Scoones, 2009).

Connections with IIED were further deepened with the turn to methodological
innovation, as Rapid Rural Appraisal (RRA) was taking off. A key moment was the
Khon Kaen conference on RRA in 1985 (KKU, 1987), which brought together a
wealth of experiences and approaches. Gordon Conway and Robert subsequently
joined forces to carry out a training workshop for the Ethiopian Red Cross in Wollo
in 1988, which brought together agro-ecosystem analysis and rapid appraisal,
creating an expanded toolkit of methods (see Chapter 10). Robert wrote a poem
for the Khon Kaen conference that captures very vividly what was to become the
fate of PRA, for which RRA was swiftly abandoned:

Is RRA now all the rage?

This is a vulnerable stage

We need to know how very bad

It is to be the latest fad

Beware the fate of FSR [Farming Systems Research]
Which grew and spread too fast and far...
Are skinny surveys RRA?

And has all this arrived to stay?

A danger is to be dogmatic

The vital spirit is pragmatic

10 gain high levels of utility

Proceed with caution and humility

The challenge is for us to change

10 understand a wider range

Not rural tourists’ biased trips

But bold and brave professional flips

Are needed for a stronger trend

10 see things from the other end.

Also in 1988, in Room 221 at IDS — a room that subsequently came to be used so
often by Robert for his workshops that behind one of the batik wall hangings was a
sign that said ‘Robert, put it back’, a reference to Robert’s habit of taking down the
pictures and plastering the walls with battered flip chart diagrams — Robert invited
colleagues from IIED, along with others experimenting with diverse rural research
methodologies, to the first in a series of IDS workshops on this new methodology.
Out of this came RRA Notes, published by the Sustainable Agriculture Programme
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of IIED, and now in its twenty-second year, changing its name in the mid-1990s
to PLA Notes to reflect the shift from rapid to participatory and from appraisal to
learning and action. This was to pave the way for an intense and exciting period of
collaboration with IIED, with Robert often dropping into the cramped offices of
the Sustainable Livelihoods programme to share slides from his trips and compare
notes on new methods (see Chapter 22).

In 1989, Robert returned to India, funded by the Ford Foundation as Visiting
Faculty at the Administrative Staff College of India in Hyderabad. This was the
period in which RRA transformed into PRA and in which, together with Indian
practitioners, notably Meera Kaul Shah, Parmesh Shah, Jimmy Mascarenhas,
Sam Joseph, Anil Shah, Sheelu Francis, John Devavaram, Somesh Kumar, Prem
Kumar, Kamal Kar, Ravi Jayakaran and Neela Mukherjee, Robert devoted himself
passionately in its uptake and spread (see Chapters 22 and 23). Robert writes:

‘Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive, or so it seemed. It is difficult
to express the exhilaration and amazement of those days when we
discovered ‘they can do it, that poor people without education, women,
children and men, had capacities to map, diagram and analyse of
which we had not dreamt. (2005¢, p72)

Brimming with excitement over his experiences in India, he returned to IDS and
set about promoting PRA. His IDS working paper ‘Rural appraisal: Rapid, relaxed
and participatory’, published in 1992, continues to be a landmark and has been
translated into Chinese, Hindi and many other languages. The three articles on PRA
that he subsequently published in World Development in 1994 captured some of the
key elements of the approach and its history, and provided an important resource.

Influenced by his Indian experience, and returning to earlier preoccupations
with development biases, Robert began to place more and more emphasis on
changing the attitudes and behaviour of what he came to call ‘normal professionals’
—a term he had coined a decade earlier:

Normal professionals face the core
And turn their backs upon the poor
New ones by standing on their head
Face the periphery instead.
(Chambers, 1987c, p229)

It was, however, his 1997 book, Whose Reality Counts? Putting the First Last, that
provided the most expansive account of the PRA revolution. Reprinted so many
times that Robert began to crack jokes about the changing colours of the cover,
this book made a huge impact. It was accompanied by Robert’s tireless advocacy
of its contents. His boundless energy took him around the world, as networks
flourished and demand for PRA trainings exploded (see Chapters 22 and 29).
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Inevitably, critiques emerged around the practice of PRA, including among some of
its pioneers and key practitioners. These were crystallised in a statement published
in Issue 22 of PLA Notesin 1995 (Absalom et al, 1995).! However, this did little to
dampen Robert’s enthusiasm; his maxim ‘use your own best judgement at all times’
gave license to disregard analysis of the wider structural and political context, and
indeed of the consequences of the ways PRA was being put to use.

PRA and participatory approaches hit the development mainstream during
the 1990s, at a time when participation was in the ascendant amongst donor and
lending agencies (Chapter 7). PRA became fashionable, even mandatory. This
stimulated a booming market in PRA training, and many careers and consultancy
fortunes were made in the process. Stories abounded of shoddy practice and
dubious methodological quality, prompting critical engagement from within what
had come to be known as the ‘PRA community’ (Cornwall, Guijt and Welbourn,
1994; Scoones and Thompson, 1994; Guijt and Cornwall, 1995; Scoones, 1995)
as well as from academics (Mosse, 1994; Richards, 1995; Cooke and Kothari,
2001). Robert was, of course, as aware of the profusion of bad practice as anyone
else, but his public silence was noticed.

‘Scaling up’ and ‘institutionalization’ became the buzzwords of the latter half
of the 1990s as Robert and others sought to mainstream PRA. Once again Robert
played a vital convening role, bringing together practitioners from around the
world in two IDS workshops, Who Changes? Institutionalizing Participation in
Development (Blackburn and Holland, 1998) and Whose Voice? Participatory Research
and Policy Change (Holland and Blackburn, 1998). Blackburn, Chambers and
Gaventa’s (1999) paper for the World Bank laid out an agenda for mainstreaming
participation in development, cautioning the Bank to ‘go slow’. This was swept
aside in the fervour for participatory methods that manifested in this period in
the use of participatory tools for poverty assessment. By the end of the 1990s, the
assemblage of methods that had been developed under the rubric of ‘Participatory
Poverty Assessments’ (PPAs) had become acceptable enough to the development
establishment to create an opportunity for the boldest move yet. This was a
23-country study, to be conducted over a period of months using ‘participatory’
methods, to inform the World Development Report of 2000/2001 on poverty.

Voices of the Poor, as it came to be known — subsequently published as Crying
Out for Change (Narayan, Chambers, Kaul Shah and Petesch, 2000) — brought
Robert into direct confrontation with the power of the development establishment.
As John Gaventa argues in Chapter 8, this was the moment when Robert began to
pay more explicit attention to contexts of power and politics. This is not to say that
he had not engaged before with these issues. Indeed, Managing Rural Development
(Chambers, 1974) highlights precisely the dynamics of power in the institutional
practice of participation, and his 1994 article ‘All power deceives’ explores the
dynamics of power in development encounters. Robert’s poetry is full of angry
allusion, targeted at unequal power relations in development. His (unpublished)
verses on the World Bank are telling:
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Words of Power (2006)

We are the Talking Bank that names
Words for Development Bingo games
Masters of illusion we

Rule through our vocabulary

Empowerment means having voice
You enjoy the right of choice

You are free in every way

10 run your country as we say

Ownership we now bestow

To countries under us who owe
The terms of ownership we set
Debtors are owners of their debt

One proviso you must meet
You sit in the driver’s seat

(but you must never try to feel
to find whose hands are on the wheel)

Participation’s a// the rage
Use the word at every stage
You can all participate

In our planning for your State

Self doubt’s strictly for the birds

When power weakens, change the words
We have confidence in our trick
Listening’s our new rhetoric

On our Empire the sun won’t set

We are the Lords of Poverty yet

The Big Bank’s Boast (2000)

Anything you do well acts as a trigger
Anything you can do we can do bigger
Damned with our scaling-up-instantly curse
Anything you can do we can do worse.

It was only when it became clear that basic principles of rigour and honesty were
being manipulated by the World Bank, and that he was becoming a casualty in
the process — ‘death by a million edits’, as he put it at the time — that his optimism
about the extent to which participatory methods could change even the World
Bank began to dissolve. But he had not lost hope of changing the development
establishment through participatory practice. He simply shifted direction, focusing
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instead on another form of reversal: shifting the focus of accountability from
‘upwards’ to ‘downwards’, and working with ActionAid to help design and support
a new system that would attempt to do just this, the Accountability, Learning and
Planning System (ALPS) (Scott-Villiers, 2002; Chapter 31).

In doing so, he drew on one of the directions that work on participatory
methodologies had taken in the late 1990s, participatory monitoring and evaluation
(PM&E) (Guijt, Arevalo and Saladores, 1998; Estrella with Blauert, Campilan,
Gaventa, Gonsalves, Guijt, Johnson and Ricafort, 2000). This strand of work with
development institutions culminated in the publication of Inclusive Aid (Groves and
Hinton, 2004), which set out an agenda for reforming these institutions from within
through more downwardly accountable and inclusive learning practices, such as
immersions (Chapter 27; Irvine, Chambers and Eyben, 2004). Robert’s contribution
to Inclusive Aid, ‘Shifting power to make a difference’ (Chambers and Pettit, 2004),
reflected his growing concern with questions of power (see Chapter 8).

Returning to his passion for methods, Robert took his engagement with the
development establishment into yet another direction: this time, not with survey
economists but with statisticians on ‘parti-numbers’ (Chambers, 2003c¢, 2007d;
Barahona and Levy, 2007; Chapter 25) and encouraging those working to develop
‘participatory GIS” with geographical information systems analysts (Chambers,
2006¢; Corbett et al, 2006). In the midst of all of this frenetic activity, Robert
would sporadically slip off to the Scottish Highlands to his favourite retreat,
where he worked on two books, Ideas for Development (2005) and Revolutions in
Development Enquiry (2008), that brought together diverse strands of his earlier
work with new thinking about development. His latest working paper, ‘Paradigms,
poverty and adaptive pluralism’ (Chambers, 2010) draws on complexity theory to
make an ever more powerful case for focusing on people rather than things, and is
quintessential Chambers with its boundless optimism, binaries and concern with
the fundamentals of what it takes to change development mindsets and practice.

At the same time, Robert was beginning a new period of engagement with the
realities of people living in poverty — one that had taken him away from a focus
on development organizations to more grassroots initiatives, and back to some of
the ideas that had inspired his earlier critiques of development practice. One is the
System of Rice Intensification (SRI), which Norman Uphoff has been championing
(see Chapter 32). Another, which has absorbed much of Robert’s energies in
recent years, is Community-Led Total Sanitation (CLTS), which resonates with an
enduring concern with stimulating people to take charge of their own development.
Summed up in the subtitle of a recent policy briefing, ‘Beyond subsidies: Triggering
a revolution in rural sanitation’ (Bongartz and Chambers, 2009), CLTS has
given rise to a veritable revolution in the field of sanitation (see Chapter 19).
CLTS epitomizes Robert’s renewed emphasis on empowerment that comes from
engagement with grassroots change: eschewing external material contributions, and
built around an intervention that consists of ‘hands-off’ facilitation, and changing
people’s attitudes and behaviour (Chambers, 2009b).
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This brief account cannot begin to do justice to the depth, diversity and
dynamism of Robert’s work, which has spanned so many decades and ranged over
so many sectors. What does emerge, however, is a restless quest for innovation, an
ability to seize and run with emerging opportunities, and to champion those that
hold the potential for bringing about significant transformations in the way in
which development is thought about and done. Robert has taken on some of the
most sacred shibboleths of development, changing the ways in which core concepts
such as ‘poverty’ and ‘participation’ have come to be understood. He has done
this not through the more conventional practices of the development academic —
empirical research, scholarly papers published in esteemed peer-reviewed journals
— but through workshops, through hugely popular books that are written with a
clarity that is altogether lacking in much of the academic world, and through a
mix of energy, enthusiasm and charisma that leaves few who meet him untouched.

INFLUENCING PEOPLE AND PRACTICE

As this brief chronology shows, Robert has influenced several generations of
development professionals: some shaken out of their comfort zones by his
‘reversals’, others moved by coming into contact with him and being gripped by
his preoccupations. While he is perhaps best known for his writings, as a trainer
and facilitator he has reached thousands of people. His experience as a trainer
stretches back to the 1960s, and a spell at the Kenya Institute of Administration in
the first years of Kenya’s independence, during which time his innovative training
techniques were already being developed (see Chapter 6). His trainees went on
into senior roles, including Permanent Secretaries. Jon Moris reflects on the legacy
of the work that he and Robert did together in Kenya a few years later, training
students from Makerere who went on to be Vice-Chancellors and senior civil
servants throughout East Africa’s Ministries of Agriculture (Chapter 3). He notes,
recalling how they had struggled to produce a book that no one seemed to pay
much attention to, ‘what I did not then see as a beginner was that one’s personal
relations with colleagues and students are what really matters’.

Robert has also influenced large institutions. His passion for a different
approach to agricultural research has had an impact at various times on the
international agricultural research system, including the Consultative Group on
International Agricultural Research (CGIAR). Tushaar Shah (Chapter 17) and
Roberto Lenton (Chapter 16) both recall Robert’s role in the establishment of
the International Irrigation Management Institute, later named the International
Water Management Institute, part of the network of CGIAR centres, in 1984.
More recently, Robert’s engagement with the CGIAR-wide Institutional Learning
and Change (ILAC) initiative was, as Jamie Watts reports in Chapter 30, a source
of support and inspiration, providing both weight and encouragement to those
seeking change, often from the margins.
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As a long-standing trustee of ActionAid, from 1993 to 2000 and again from
2002 to 2008, Robert’s influence has been felt throughout the organization, and
particularly in relation to project appraisal and impact assessment (see Chapters
26 and 31). Robert has always felt passionate about making sure that aid money
is well spent and reaches poorer people. This led him to become involved in the
Band Aid and Live Aid project committees, which he was part of from 1985 to
1989. Through his desire to ensure that development agencies give people living
in poverty a voice, as well as his desire for downward accountability, Robert has
played a major role in shifting perspectives on development within the NGO sector,
with spin-offs elsewhere in the development establishment. Ravi Kanbur writes of
Robert’s support for ‘immersions’ that confront development professionals with
the everyday realities of living in poverty (Chapter 27), and Ramesh Singh and
Kamal Kar talk of the influence he has had on getting development professionals
to examine their own attitudes and behaviour (Chapters 19 and 26).

Most of his influence has come not from sitting on committees or boards, where
he gets frustrated by procedures and protocols, but from motivating individuals and
connecting them with others. Whether this was connecting statisticians with an
interest in participatory methods or people working on GIS and mapping, or those
with interests in irrigation, water and sanitation, or indeed any of his numerous areas
of interest and enthusiasm. Informal networks within the bilateral and multilateral
official development agencies gave Robert unusual access and significant influence
(Chapter 7), although not without some pain (Chapter 8). Before email, Robert
would despatch hundreds of letters — often containing a single sentence, sometimes
just one word — with copies of articles and other materials that he thought would
inspire. His long-suffering secretaries at IDS, notably Helen McClaren and Jenny
Skepper (subsequently Edwards), were always kept very busy. Today Robert’s ceaseless
communication continues with ever-escalating email trafhc.

As the PRA explosion gained momentum, fed by Robert’s own networking
efforts, he helped with the establishment of more formal networks and resource
centres, evolving into the Resource Centres for Participatory Learning and Action
(RCPLA) network (Chapter 29). Through a series of grants from multiple donors,
notably Novib and the governments of Sweden, Switzerland and the UK, he had
enormous flexibility in allocating funds to support new initiatives by others.
People could come to him with a good idea and leave with a small grant to pursue
it — his philosophy was very much ‘let a thousand flowers bloom’. When the IDS
Participation Group developed more formal structures and procedures, Robert
successfully advocated a budget line called ‘exploiting opportunities” that permitted
rapid responsiveness to an emerging opportunity.

The ideas that Robert has championed — participation, downward accountability,
seasonality, multidimensional perspectives on poverty and vulnerability, among
many others — have become part of the lexicon of development. That he has
been able to influence such a broad canvas of ideas and practices relates to his
ability to spot a good idea, articulate it in interesting and accessible ways, and
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mobilize people around it, motivating them to take the idea on, develop it and
institutionalize it.

Given the significance of the impact Robert has had on development thinking
and practice, it is extraordinary that it was not until 1995 that he was awarded a
professorship by the University of Sussex. Earlier, he had been turned down for
a professorship on the grounds that he had not published enough in prestigious
journals, although arguably he was by then better known and more influential than
most of the members of the promotions committee. Annoyed by such a rebuff from
these ‘negative academics’, he poured his energy into galvanizing the PRA movement.
Recognition instead came from other quarters. In 1995, he was honoured by the
Queen with the award of the Order of the British Empire (OBE) and awarded an
honorary DLitt by the University of East Anglia. Later, in 2007, the University of

Sussex officially recognized his achievements with the award of an honorary DLitt.

TRANSITIONS

Different people know Robert from different times. This is reflected in the chapters,
which stretch over encounters with Robert and his work over a period of half a
century. While there are striking continuities, as we have discussed in the previous
section, there have also been some important transitions — in thinking, in outlook,
in intellectual focus and in practical and political concerns.

Reading across the contributions, there are two transitions that strike us as
particularly significant. The first has been a transition from top-down administration
and management to a more bottom-up participatory approach to development,
for which he subsequently became development’s best-known advocate (see
Chapter 4). Robert’s career started as a colonial administrator. His major work
included the study of highly managerially focused settlement schemes and later the
management of a large evaluation team for the Kenya government’s Special Rural
Development Programme (SRDP). This culminated in the 1974 book Managing
Rural Development, which included an elaborate system for project implementation
and management (PIM) that he developed with Deryke Belshaw. This was far
removed from the ‘new, improved Chambers’ that David Leonard describes as
having come about in reaction to all that had gone before (Chapter 4). Leonard
comments that Robert’s experience as a manager with the SRDP ensured that
‘he vowed never to take on administrative responsibility again. This vow greatly
strengthened his publications, intellectual freedom and popularity in the rest of
his career.” As Robert puts it:

From planning, issuing orders, transferring technology and supervising,
they shift to convening, facilitating, searching for what people need and
supporting. From being teachers they become facilitators of learning.
(Chambers, 1995b, p34)
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There was another dimension to this transition that was to prove highly significant.
The evaluation research that Robert coordinated in the 1970s deployed large-
scale survey approaches and extractive forms of data gathering. Again, he was to
reject this completely. In Chapter 3, Jon Moris describes how Robert’s mounting
frustration during the studies of the Mwea Irrigation Settlement led him to ask
Moris why he did not jettison his long questionnaire ‘to address the real issues’.
Moris reflects:

My rigidity and inability to analyse the survey data rapidly became
the basis for Roberts critique of academic social science in his Rural
Development: Putting the Last First (Chambers, 1983). It would
convince Robert that policy-oriented enquiry could notr afford the
luxury of a time-consuming expensive and rigid ‘multi-subject’ baseline
survey. Of course he was right.

In his enthusiastic embrace of quicker and more direct ways of finding out, Robert
recaptured elements of his practice as a colonial officer and subsequent trainer
of administrators which, as Colin Fuller describes in Chapter 6, involved many
techniques such as foot safaris and intensive field engagements over short periods
that had many resonances with what became RRA and later PRA.

The second transition emerged out of Robert’s experience with the growth of
participatory approaches. This was a transition from a focus on tools and techniques
to a greater focus on people and power, inspired first by a belief that changing
development was about changing practices, and these changed practices in turn
would change people. He then came to recognize, with the extraordinary scale and
speed of the uptake of PRA, that methods alone were not the answer. The industry
that grew up around PRA had largely focused on the now well-known repertoire
of methods — maps, transects, ranking and so on. But at the same time, and
particularly in India, a greater concern for what came to be dubbed ‘attitude and
behaviour change’ was emerging. This was influenced by different traditions, such
as social work, education and learning theory, psychology, and in the Indian context
particularly Gandhian philosophy and practice. Through Robert’s interactions
with Indian colleagues, this increasingly influenced his thinking and practice. It
also resonated strongly with both his critiques of top-down management, but also
his personal liberal values that emphasized the importance of personal change and
responsibility.

The behaviour of development professionals was, of course, a long-standing
concern for Robert. The strand of PRA practice emphasizing behaviour and
attitudes came to be an opportunity to bring together his earlier thinking about
reversals and biases with new ways of reaching those involved in development
practice. Ramesh Singh (Chapter 26), Sam Joseph (Chapter 28) and Kamal Kar
(Chapter 19), for example, talk about how profoundly Robert’s passions and
enthusiams affected their own behaviour, and about the transitions in their own
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lives and engagement with development that this brought about. But during the
‘PRA revolution’, Robert’s approach was determinedly individualist: he believed
in the power of the personal, and of transforming individuals to be able to bring
about what he calls ‘good change’. It was his encounter with the World Bank over
the Voices of the Poor exercise that, John Gaventa argues, marked a significant shift
in Robert’s approach. In Chapter 8, Gaventa notes how Robert called for a chapter
of the World Development Report (WDR) focusing directly on the power of the
powerful and the ‘professional, institutional and personal commitment and change’
that he felt was needed (Chambers, 2001, p305). When these calls were ignored,
Gaventa recalls:

Roberts views on the power of the powerful’ began to take a stronger
tone, moving from a focus on the personal biases of the upper’, which
could change through learning and reversals, to a more structural view,
in which the personal was deeply linked to the institutional.

As Robert wrote in his 2001 article on the WDR: ‘I believe that extreme power
is disabling, and that the World Bank and the [International Monetary Fund]
IMF are victims of their power’ (2001, p305). His characteristically optimistic
solution is to encourage the powerful to use their power to empower (Chambers,
2007d). As he writes in Revolutions in Development Inquiry: ‘A paradox of power
is the win-win that all can gain when those with power over liberate themselves by
empowering others’ (2008a, p153). From a development manager who believed
that development could result in ‘good change’ if only the right systems, tools and
techniques could be found and people trained to use them, Robert’s transition to
a position from which he looks critically at the damage development agencies do
through their disregard for people’s own knowledge and capacities has become more
marked over the years. This is combined with a greater emphasis on people, power
and empowerment, and people doing things for themselves outside the confines of
formal development. This is manifested most acutely in his most recent passion,
CLTS (see Chapter 19).

These various transitions were not sudden or dramatic; they were often
prompted by particular experiences, but evolved much more slowly as he came
to reflect on them and to return to earlier ways of thinking and doing. As David
Leonard observes in Chapter 4, Robert’s capacity for change is deeply rooted in
his values:

What took Robert ultimately to his well-known participatory insights
and methods was a product not of sudden revelations, but of a deep
dedication to development for the poor, self-reflection, an eagerness to
learn and a willingness to admit past mistakes.
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Robert himself talks of how the lessons he himself has drawn from reflection on his
career, are ‘personal: to be critically self-reflective, alert and aware and ever willing

to change’ (2005¢, p77).

CRITIQUES AND REFLECTIONS

The popularity of Robert’s ideas and approach to development has brought with it
substantial critique. This is in part a reflection of the enormous influence that he has
had in the field of development. Indeed, it would have been hard to bring about the
kind of changes that he has championed without tackling some of development’s
sacred cows and those who milk them. Even his greatest admirers are critical of
certain elements of his approach, as some of the chapters in this book show.

As we have already discussed, these critiques have converged on the approaches
to participation and the use of participatory methodologies for development
appraisal and evaluation that Robert has tirelessly promoted since the early 1990s.
Less visible to an external audience, there has been substantial self-critical reflection
within the networks of which Robert was a part. This has often been far more
sophisticated than the potshots taken by academics with no experience in the use
of participatory methodologies themselves. Many of these critiques highlight the
dangers of short-cut methodologies that do not take complex cultural contexts
into account (Richards, 1995), nor demonstrate the conventional requirements
for research rigour. Barbara Harriss-White (Chapter 20), for example, comments
on the contrast between the painstakingly longitudinal survey work that she and
her colleagues continue to do, and Robert’s enthusiasms for rapid assessments.
In a similar vein, John Harriss (Chapter 21) questions whether RRA/PRA and
associated rapid research could ever replace sustained field engagement in the
‘village studies’ tradition.

Other critiques have focused on the consequences of the mainstreaming
of participation in development institutions, and the ‘tyranny’ that the use of
participatory approaches in development had become by the late 1990s (Cooke
and Kothari, 2001; Leal, 2007). Reflecting on her experiences from within one
of the donor agencies who embraced participation in the 1990s, Rosalind Eyben
(Chapter 7) gives an account of the disjuncture between the rhetoric and practice
of participation as it came to be taken up by mainstream development. Others
still took exception to Robert’s focus on the individual as the agent of change, and
his apparent disregard for politics and structural power relations. These included
those working from the standpoint of public administration, reflecting concerns
with the implications of Robert’s optimistic vision of people’s own capacities and
motivations (Brown, 1998). Marxist political economists would point to the
historically embedded structural constraints to transformation, while political
scientists would emphasize the relationship between states, elites and citizens in
processes of political change, critiques of the neglect of structural inequities that
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have been echoed more broadly by a number of writers in development studies
(see, for example, Kapoor, 2002; Hickey and Mohan, 2005).

Of course Robert understands where these critiques are coming from, and
occasionally — if obliquely — acknowledges them. But in practice, he steadfastly
ignores them. As a consequence, he is accused of being the naive populist, someone
with his head in the sand, unable to see the bigger political picture. Some even
hold him responsible for many of the failures of development in the 1990s (Biggs,
2008). Yet Robert’s approach is less a case of naivety than a deliberate strategy,
one that depends on enlistment and the construction of consensus rather than an
oppositional, confrontational approach. He is shrewd, cautious, conflict-averse
and thinks deeply about the implications of what he voices and lends support to
publicly. As he admits, he can be and has been wrong, but he firmly believes that
‘good change’ can only happen if you take risks, make judgements and, above all, act.

DEVELOPMENT’S PUBLIC INTELLECTUAL

The great figures of development studies, as in any other area of study, have
generally pursued relatively narrow areas of research for the majority of their
careers. Publishing in renowned academic journals, receiving grand prizes, speaking
at hallowed events, they become professors at early ages, and are recognized with
honorary professorships around the world. Robert’s career path has not been like
this. He is and has always been far better known, recognized and appreciated in
the wider world of development, among NGO workers, development practitioners
and field researchers in agricultural research centres, for example, than in traditional
academic circles or indeed in his home institution.

Robert is a particular kind of revolutionary. For a man whose background
was in many ways so utterly conventional, Robert is all the more extraordinary
for having become such an iconoclast. What, then, are the key characteristics that
come through in the contributions to this book?

A classic liberal with a strong sense of fairness, Robert is outraged by suffering
and injustice, and sees the route to change as being through revolutionizing people to
think and behave differently, rather than through radical structural transformations.
We see this in one of the hallmarks of his work, his emphasis on ‘reversals’: turning
things on their head, sometimes literally, in order to see them from a different
perspective and recognize hidden attributes and possibilities. He always thinks
outside the box, challenges conventional wisdoms and disciplinary boundaries
without being behoven to professional and institutional constraints. Recurrent
themes have emphasized these reversals, ‘putting the last first’, as well as ‘putting
the first last’ through a ‘pedagogy of the powerful’. Sometimes radically new ways
of thinking have emerged from this, resulting in paradigm shifts in diverse fields.

Some of this has been due to his restless movement between fields and
issues, bringing ideas with him while also being able to see things from unusual
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or unexpected perspectives. It has also been due to an uncanny prescience that
he tends to disavow, but that is all the more striking for its repeated appearance,
and the stubborn, sometimes dogmatic, persistence that has allowed him to swim
against the tide on so many occasions. The chapters of this book carry repeated
mentions of Robert pushing at and breaking boundaries, of him challenging and
contesting what is taken for granted, what is considered ‘normal’ for development
professionals, as an outsider unconstrained by conventional ways of thinking. In
many ways, he is like an Enlightenment polymath who is, as he puts it, delightedly
‘undisciplined” (Chambers, 2005¢).

Many of those who have worked with him will have memories of Robert
standing on his head in the middle of a room full of people in formal dress, or of
him taking off his jumper and tying it in a knot around his waist before starting to
turn chairs over and scatter pens on the floor to create the right environment for
one of his Self-Organizing Systems on the Edge of Chaos (SOSOTEC) sessions.
There is something deliciously anarchic about the way Robert works. He is enticingly
democratic, making everyone feel as if they have something worth listening to,
valuing everyone equally and lending them the full warmth of his enthusiasm. His
combination of a schoolboy humour and an utter delight in the ridiculous make
him alot of fun to be around. At the same time, he is deliberately and mischievously
provocative, flouting the stuffiness and hierarchy that pervades the social worlds
development professionals move in. While being intensely conflict-averse, those who
know him well also know that he can become utterly furious when he encounters
injustice, unfairness and bureaucratic incompetence, his rage well aimed at the
obstructive effects of procedure or the arrogance of the powerful. All too rarely in a
business that, as Ravi Kanbur (Chapter 27) notes, provides an all-too-comfortable
living for its professionals, Robert not only eschews but actively rejects its trappings.

Robert is a superb communicator. His writing style is carefully honed, his
choice of words and terms are always anguished over, and his form of rhetoric is
striking and resonant (see Chapter 9). His writings are popular, in the best sense of
the word, and he is passionate about publishing at low cost and in a form that is as
widely accessible as possible. As a consequence they are widely read, unlike much
else emerging from the academy. His training style is energetic, engaging and at
times hilarious, but always gets the point across, often in profound ways. Robert
has a ceaseless energy for networking, as a route for the take-up of his ideas and
passions. In each of the areas in which he had sought to foster change, his approach
has been heterodox and anarchic, opening up possibilities and encouraging people
to take the initiative and do things their own way. He is no vanguardist and would
baulk at the idea of fomenting conflict or confrontation. He operates through
creating new forms of practice and communicating and mobilizing support for
them. Unlike many revolutionaries, he is prepared to — in his well-used adage —
‘hand over the stick’.

Immense enthusiasm and unbridled optimism make Robert extremely effective
in enlisting and mobilizing people. As he reflects:
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1 am an optimistic nomad. My spectacles are rose coloured. Pessimists may
be justified in claiming more realism. For whatever reasons, cups to me
are more often half full than half empty. Life is more enjoyable this way,
and I have a fond and possibly delusional belief that naive optimism has
a wonderful way of being self-fulfilling. Enthusiasm is another weakness,
bringing with it the dangers of selective perception, and of doing harm
when combined with power. (Chambers, 2005¢, p68)

All of this comes with incredible supportiveness of others, particularly junior
colleagues with whom he relates without any sense of hierarchy. Other personal
characteristics are also important. At his own admission, he can be highly
competitive and individualistic; his sports pursuits of marathons and mountain
climbing certainly require this. Yet he is also a generous and loyal member of any
collective he joins. He is personally highly disciplined and organized, but favours
emergent and chaotic processes, which he regards as a more productive and creative
way of generating energy and ideas. Despite his commitment to participation,
Robert’s restless energy and wish to get things done can make him impatient and
frustrated with drawn-out participatory processes. Having been trained as an
administrator and manager in the most British of traditions as part of the colonial
service, he has come to pride himself on being almost an anti-manager, rejecting
managerialism and all its trappings.

Robert himself notes that his ‘comparative advantage came from not having to
lecture, not having administrative responsibility, not being promoted, not having
research projects to manage, and not having to invest time as many do now in the
often demoralizing business of preparing competitive bids’ (2005¢, p75). For all
his massive achievements, it is, as all the authors in this book reflect, his personal
qualities — his generosity, his humour, his mischievousness, his optimism and his
enthusiasm — that stand out and make him special. We have all been very lucky
to work with him.

NOTE

1 The full list of signatories is: Elkanah Absalom, Robert Chambers, Sheelu Francis,
Bara Gueye, Irene Guijt, Sam Joseph, Deb Johnson, Charity Kabutha, Mahmuda
Rahman Khan, Robert Leurs, Jimmy Mascarenhas, Pat Norrish, Michel Pimbert, Jules
Pretty, Mallika Samaranayake, Ian Scoones, Meera Kaul Shah, Parmesh Shah, Devika
Tamang, John Thompson, Ginni Tym and Alice Welbourn.
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Challenging Development

Priorities

Richard Jolly

INTRODUCTION

Robert Chambers has been a Fellow of the Institute of Development Studies (IDS)
almost from the beginning, joining in the late 1960s. Robert is certainly today the
best-known of all of us in IDS. His pioneering contributions to the practice and
articulation of participatory development have long been at the core of his work
and creativity. This has brought a wealth of insights to development studies and
influenced practice and approaches of development practioners, including NGO,
donors and countries. Robert’s emphasis on the need for ‘putting the last first
and ‘the first last” have challenged priorities at the very base of development. His
empbhasis on the need for personal commitment and for making clear the values
underlying the work of all engaged in development have struck at the heart of the
‘development business” — not to strike us dead or even to give us sleepless nights,
but, at least for most of us, giving us pause for reflection, perhaps evoking a silent
confession or a quiet resolve to try a new way.

As also a long-standing member of IDS and Director in the 1970s, soon
after Robert was appointed, I would emphasize how Robert’s contributions well
fitted IDS’s early and continuing emphasis on commitment and operational
involvements. It was easier for Robert to spend time away from Sussex in Kenya,
India, Sri Lanka and many other countries precisely because the need for IDS
research staff to spend substantial periods in different developing countries was
built into the institute’s structure and organization from the beginning. IfIDS had
been set up on the lines of a regular department or research institute of a university,
this flexibility for working overseas would probably not have been possible. All
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praise therefore to the vision of the Ministry of Overseas Development (as it was
at the time IDS was founded), for recognizing the need for such involvements. It
has made possible Robert’s active participation in so many countries over his long
career and is testimony to the importance and value of this form of organization.

Robert is larger than life in his sustained energy and enthusiasm, but he
remains endearingly human — and competitive. It was some 40 years ago when
I made the foolish mistake of agreeing to a pre-breakfast run with Robert. I can
still remember my pain and exhaustion when, after a few hundred yards, Robert
asked me whether I wanted to do another mile — or was it another ten miles? I was
already so out of breath that I never fully caught his words. And Robert has never
let me forget that I began as a lowly community development officer, whereas he
was a District Officer and part of the Kenya administration, then the top of the
pecking order of the British colonial system! Roberts energy and enthusiasm is
also contagious. Years ago, he took Anthony Somerset, aged 11, on an excursion to
the second highest peak of Mount Kenya. But the weather cleared, so Robert said
‘let’s try for the highest’, which they did. Anthony became the youngest person at
the time to have made it to the top.

CHALLENGING ORTHODOXIES

Over his time in IDS, Robert has produced a long and influential series of
contributions, each empirically driven, down to earth, engagingly written, full of
insights and, over the years, ever more challenging to orthodoxy. Beginning with
work to improve planning and evaluate implementation of programmes in Kenya,
especially the Special Rural Development Programme (SRDP, see Chapters 3 and
4), Robert rapidly began to focus on the things that experts and conventional
expertise overlooked or missed out — the poor farmers who were not reached
(often never even noticed by extension workers), ‘the tail-enders’ receiving barely
a trickle at the lower end of irrigation systems, the appropriate and often simpler
technologies ignored by those promoting the latest or the most complex. By then,
Robert’s work had taken him to India and Sri Lanka (see Chapter 20) and other
places in South Asia and Africa.

In 1978, Robert discovered seasonality — or rather, during a conference he
organized with Richard Longhurst and others, he discovered that seasonality
was one of the major missing elements in many analyses of rural development,
indeed of development more generally (see Chapter 12). This led to Seasonal
Dimensions to Rural Poverty (1981), released as a paperback for widespread, low-cost
distribution. The paperback has become the form of dissemination that Robert
has continued to favour in a series of short books, designed for practical impact.
Almost all of his major publications can be found in paperbacks — Rapid Rural
Appraisal: Rationale and Repertoire (1980b), Rural Development: Putting the Last
First (1983), Challenging the Professions: Frontiers for Rural Development (1993b),
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Whose Reality Counts? Putting the First Last (1997b), Ideas for Development (2005a)
and Revolutions in Development Inquiry (2008a).

Those who believe that development research consists only of producing
endless academic papers that never see the light of day must think again when faced
with Robert’s output. He writes for the practioners — in gripping understandable
prose, occasionally bursting into rhyme, with telling examples and always reaching
clear and strong conclusions, even if it leads him to make admissions when he
thinks he earlier got it wrong.

PARTICIPATION AND HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

Robert, of course, has not been alone in his writing on participation, his concerns
for poverty and the need for fresh thinking on development. All three have been a
growing theme of development studies, in part because of Robert’s own outreach
and contributions. By the early 1990s, participation and Participatory Rural
Appraisal (PRA) methods were part of the conventional wisdom of development,
or at least of progressive practioners. This was not totally surprising. Robert had
been running training courses for the United Nations Development Programme
(UNDP) and other UN agencies, for various donors and even for the World Bank.

In 1990, UNDP took a related and parallel initiative. The Human Development
Report (HDR) was created by Mahbub ul Haq, with the support of Amartya Sen.
It set out a people-centred approach to development, focused on strengthening the
capabilities and broadening the choices of people to live long, healthy and fulfilled
lives. The 1993 HDR contained the following key paragraphs:

Participation, certainly not a new term, has been a part of the
development vocabulary since the 1960s, or even before. But it has
generally referred only to peoples involvement in particular projects or
programmes. In this [Human Development] Report, the critical differ-
ence is that participation is an overall development strategy-focusing
on the central role that people should play in all spheres of life. Human

development involves widening their choices, and greater participation

enables people to gain for themselves access to a much broader range of
opportunities.

Participation, from the human development perspective, is both

a means and an end. Human development stresses the need to invest
in human capabilities and then ensure that those capabilities are used
for the benefit of all. Greater participation has an important part to

play here: it helps maximize the use of human capabilities and is thus
a means of increasing levels of social and economic development. But
human development is also concerned with personal fulfilment. So,

active participation, which allows people to realize their full potential
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and make their best contribution to society, is also an end in itself.

(UNDP, 1993, p21)

This is close to Robert’s own thinking and intellectual leadership in matters of
participation. But, given the surge of global interest in human development as well
as in participation, the quotation raises two basic questions: what can Robert’s view
of participation bring to human development? And what can human development
bring to participation?

WHAT ADDED VALUE CAN PARTICIPATORY
APPROACHES BRING TO HUMAN DEVELOPMENT?

In brief, participatory approaches can bring a wealth of experience and grassroots
commitment. For instance:

* the strength and experience of participatory approaches in implementing
development;

* methodological lessons from a multitude of participatory experiences;

* reality checks to top-down thinking and analysis;

* challenges to orthodoxy; and

* Robert’s own leadership and amazing networking in emphasizing that develop-
ment must begin with individual commitment.

Robert’s own writings and activities have made clear and important contributions in
all these areas, often with memorable examples — and sometimes confessions. Good
examples and suggestions leap off the page in Participatory Workshops (Chambers,
2002b) — ways to arrange the seating, tips on how to avoid lecturing, 21 PRA/
Participatory Learning and Action (PLA) questions to ask oneself, 21 ideas to get
started and 21 ways how not to answer the question. ‘I don’t know’ is identified
as disarming but only for use once and best kept in reserve. Robert’s humour and
humanity emerges once again. His other books describe numerous experiences and
offer further tips and approaches for individuals to follow in his footsteps.

Robert has also helped those in ‘top-down’ positions to experience reality
checks. Robert has helped organize situations where ‘development professionals’
are put in situations where rural peasant farmers and urban informal workers or
slum dwellers are the experts. One case I followed was of World Bank professionals
of the Asia division experiencing two days of ‘rural immersion’ in Indian villages.
Those drafting HDRs, nationally or in New York, could gain much if they took
advantage of Robert’s experience in checking their perspectives by some similar
PRA — following Robert in defining PRA as Participatory Reflection and Action.
For those too busy to visit, Robert’s writings about the aspirations of the poor —
and their sense of powerlessness — can be found in Crying Out for Change: Voices of
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the Poor (Narayan et al, 2000). Originally produced for the World Bank in 2000,
this report drew on interviews with more than 20,000 poor women, men, youth
and children in 23 countries, who shared their experiences and perceptions and
priorities for change with research teams.

Whose Reality Counts? Putting the First Last (Chambers, 1997b) brings home
the challenge to professionals of all sorts, not just to experience reality checks but
to begin the difficult task of reconstructing theory and analysis. This is where
partnerships between participatory approaches and human development can
contribute. The HDRs have taken human development methodology into a number
of new areas: economic growth for human development (and participation);
finance; human security; consumption; globalization; human rights; deepening
inclusive democracy; cultural liberty in today’s diverse world; aid, trade and security
in an unequal world. All these are areas where positive approaches to new analysis
can link with Robert’s scepticism about existing orthodoxy. Participation and
human development could both gain.

WHAT ADDED VALUE CAN HUMAN DEVELOPMENT
BRING TO PARTICIPATORY APPROACHES?

Human development has much to offer — perhaps more than those only acquainted
with participatory approaches may realize. Human development is now well
established, defined and analysed by 20 years of HDRs and by the application
of the human development methodology in more than 700 National Human
Development Reports (NHDRs) produced in 140 countries. It has also been
advanced intellectually by the writings of the Nobel laureate Amartya Sen and
many others who have pursued human development analysis, often publishing in
such places as the Journal of Human Development and Capabilities.

From this, human development has emerged as a multidisciplinary paradigm,
integrating people-focused analysis in a frame directed to development strategy.
In contrast to much participation writing, analysis and experience, a main point
of focus in human development has been on national and international policy
and action, not just at local or rural level. Human development has also stressed
priorities and interactions within a broader context — economic, political and
democratic, dealing with such issues as the conditions for inclusive democracy,
the links with human rights and the priorities for macro-economic strategies that
open opportunities for people to strengthen their own capabilities and expand their
own choices. Human development has also expanded its horizons to explore what
is needed for globalization to be a more equitable, stable and sustainable process.

Such issues of broader economic strategy are important and inescapable if
participation at local level is to succeed in major reductions in poverty. Local
opportunities for marketing produce or obtaining credit, extending feeder roads,
health services, schools and other infrastructure, expanding employment and the
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structure and rate of economic advance to a considerable extent are determined by
policies and actions at national and regional level, well beyond the local. No matter
how effective participatory approaches and actions are at the local level within
communities, policies and practices at levels above are also critical, shutting off
local opportunities in some cases, opening them up in others. Human development
provides a frame for analysing all these issues.

In addition to analysis, the four human development indicators can make
a difference. These indicators have generated new perspectives on the human
dimensions of development, often producing results in sharp contrast to impressions
created by statistical measures of economic growth and per capita incomes. The
Human Development Index (HDI), now available for some 180 countries, has
attracted media and political attention in many countries round the world. The
Gender Development Index (GDI) and the Gender Empowerment Measure
(GEM) have helped raise awareness of gender inequalities — and demonstrate how
some countries do much better than others. Similarly, the Human Poverty Index
(HPI), a measure of deprivation reflecting the proportion of a country’s population
dying young (below the age of 40), malnourished, illiterate or lacking access to
basic education or adequate water has helped to shift attention from the often
misleading measures of ‘income poverty’.

All this indicates the value added that human development can bring to
participatory approaches to development.

First, it can bring more attention to issues of macro-economic policy, nationally
and internationally, which have often been neglected or seen as at too lofty or
top-down a level in the analysis or practice of participation. Of course, macro-
policies would need to incorporate direct analysis of their impact on people and
of opening — or closing — opportunities for participation. Given Robert’s tough
comments on the biases and model-building preoccupations of economists and
‘macro-econometricians’, ! it is important to underline how the HDRs have already
differed from orthodoxy in economics. The human development perspective of
economic growth has always been to emphasize its character and distribution. As
Mahbub ul Haq (1995, p40) put it, the key questions are: What type of growth?
Who participates in it? And who derives the benefits?

Such issues have been elaborated and deepened in many of the annual HDRs,
and a number of their country equivalents, the NHDRs. The HDRs from the
beginning have recognized the fundamental importance of macro-economic
strategy, even while rejecting much of economic orthodoxy. This said, the HDRs
have been prepared by economists who are well aware of the strengths and
weaknesses of orthodox strategies. Mahbub ul Haq himself was a clear example in
this regard, having had experience as a civil servant planner and later as Minister
of Economic Planning and Finance in his own country (Pakistan), as well as
experience in the World Bank and the UNDP.

Second, human development indicators can have a direct impact on public
awareness through the media and through contributing to political debate.



CHALLENGING DEVELOPMENT PRIORITIES 29

National and local level HDRs can help bring to life the realities of the human
situation. In Brazil, Panama and the UK, for instance, HDIs have been calculated at
municipio levels, often stimulating questions among the public about why people
in their community are doing less well than in neighbouring localities.

Third, human development and capability analysis can help clarify realities
in situations of contradictions and ambiguities. In his book, 7he Idea of Justice,
Amartya Sen discusses the dilemmas posed by the apparently ‘well-adapted’
but deprived — Indian women accepting subjugated roles, persons physically
handicapped and the many others who have adjusted ‘their desires and expectations
to what little they see as feasible’ and who have trained themselves to ‘take pleasure
in small mercies’ (2009, p183). Sen rejects the suggestion that considering people
in such predicaments is necessarily paternalist. Rather, Sen points out, as I think
Robert would, the positive role that interactive public discussion can play in ending
society’s tolerance of chronic deprivation and of related inequalities in society.
Such discussion can also help strengthen the confidence and personal or group
agency among those deprived. Sen’s clear thinking and economic and philosophical
writings can help underpin participatory approaches and, just possibly, extend
their reach to economists dealing with issues of macro-economic policy-making.

Fourth, human development can help build new alliances and allies in move-
ments for people-focused development. Already, human development has generated
interest in virtually all countries in the world. A hundred thousand copies of the
main report are published each year, in 12 languages, gathering headlines and
supportive articles in the print media and often in radio and television. UNDP’s
websites record five million hits a year. The NHDRs stir similar attention at national
level. There is a committed following in the academic world, exploring the deeper
implications of the human development and capabilities approach. Such activities
and commitments for ‘putting people at the centre’, in action, policy-making,
media and intellectual activity, provides natural alliances and allies for participatory
approaches. Efforts should be made for the two groups to reach out to each other.

CONCLUSIONS

Robert has led the way in defining, promoting and widely demonstrating the
value of participatory approaches to development on a truly global scale. By his
books and teaching, his charismatic personality and the range of his involvements
in field situations, participatory development is now a major part of the language
of development, if not always of its practice. Robert’s achievements are worthy of
celebration — in IDS, his home institution, and far beyond among the many he
has influenced, including the many empowered through his efforts. Robert has
made a difference.

But the battle for sustaining participatory approaches to development is only
at the beginning. Putting the poor first requires decentralization and democracy
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— to empower poor people and others who are excluded and to give them real
choices over their lives. This means political change. It also means changes of
approaches, operationally and intellectually. People-focused methodologies and
approaches need to replace dominant paradigms of top-down planning, top-down
management and top-down economics. In their place must come approaches and
methodologies that recognize the wisdom and experience of people and give them
the opportunity and capabilities to make their own choices.

All this can be helped by building stronger alliances between all forms of
participatory approaches and the thinking and practice of human development.
Both are growing movements with committed followers in all parts of the world.
Both can gain from closer links. Human development would bring a broader
frame in which participatory approaches could be set. Participatory approaches
would bring values, commitments and grassroots activists and activities to human
development. Working together, the potential of each can be strengthened.

Such an alliance could bring together those who share Robert’s shining
insistence on the need for personal commitment to the cause of the poor and
excluded with those who share a global vision of sustainable human development.
Development can never succeed if it is only a business of increasing economic
efficiency. The links between a vision of human development in a world of greater
equity and justice and concern for the empowerment of people is very close.

NOTE

1 For Robert in full flight against economists and macro-econometricians, see Chapter 3
of Whose Reality Counts? Putting the First Last (Chambers, 1997b), especially pp40-42
and pp49-54.
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Beginners in Africa:
Managing Rural Development

Jon R. Moris

INTRODUCTION
Struggle is the real meaning of life. ..

The words were there, above the bar in a crowded small room filled with Kikuyu
farmers in their mud-spattered, khaki clothes. Robert Chambers was introducing
me to the Mwea-Tebere Irrigation Settlement (as it was then called, Mwea Scheme
hereinafter). It was a high-profile development project he had studied for his PhD
and was revisiting as he expanded his dissertation into a major book, Sezzlement
Schemes in Tropical Africa: A Study of Organizations and Development (Chambers,
1969). I was the new researcher, an American in an ex-colony I thought I knew
well, having grown up in colonial East Africa. In fact, we were both beginners in
different ways, although neither of us realized it then.

We came to our shared venture by quite different routes. I had completed
my coursework for a PhD in anthropology from Northwestern University in the
US; Robert already had his in politics from Glasgow. He was a former colonial
officer (see Chapter 5) — one of only a few (such as David Brokensha, Steven
Sandford and Paul Baxter) who made the transition into academia. Now he was the
‘research officer’ for Guy Hunter’s East African Staff College, a peripatetic training
institution which sought to give senior African officials a better understanding of
rural policies now that the three East African nations had achieved independence
(see Chapter 6).

We met in Nairobi’s United Kenya Club, a hostel intended to improve race
relations between Kenya’s elites: whites, Asians and Africans. | had arrived with 13
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Makerere University BSc (agriculture) students needing to do their ‘special project’
research in the break before starting their final year. Robert suggested I might bring
my entourage to teach them survey research techniques on the Mwea Scheme. He
was going through a treasure trove of scheme files and he knew of a ‘research house’
we might occupy if we joined forces. Here I would locate my team, teaching them
to administer a long, multi-subject questionnaire as we interviewed Mwea Scheme
farmers. It should be easy, we both thought; this was one of Kenya’s best projects,
one which realized high incomes for its tenant farmers.

TENANT LIFE

If only life was so predictable! Soon my field team was reporting things that did not
fit the management’s version of tenant life at all. My questionnaires asked a barrage of
typical agricultural economic and household data questions, but it was not designed
for a highly organized scheme and I had never thought to ask if farmers /iked their
situation. We had been told they realized a comparatively high cash income from the
sale (to the scheme) of paddy they grew as licensed, tenant farmers. Farmers instead
regarded themselves as very poor, barely surviving from one season to the next.
Indeed, sometimes their income was entirely expended by the time they lined up to
receive payment at the season’s end. They reported high prices for food, high disease
risks and resentment that they must pay off scheme loans for their standardized,
two-room houses in just three years. They also did not trust either the government
or the scheme management, diverting their profits to off-scheme opportunities.
Robert explained to me this was only natural: the first tenants had been ex-Mau
Mau, landless ‘detainees’ who came to this scheme direct from detention.

Why, though, was acquiring food such a problem? Each tenant was permitted
to retain 12 bags of paddy to be the family’s subsistence ration for the year. It was
also assumed that fieldwork would be done by family labour, so, aside from official
services (that the scheme deducted from tenants’ income), tenants should have
few cash outlays over the season. Now, though, we learned from time allocation
budgets done by Jane Hanger that women were especially pressed at harvest time.
The scheme shut down milling and grinding of either rice or corn during harvest
to prevent ‘black market’ sales — so women found their own work greatly increased.
Farmers had to employ landless people from off the scheme to assist at harvest time,
in order to stay within tight harvesting schedules. Women had also to double their
cooking to provide food for workers in the fields. They paid these workers with
paddy, leaving the family short for the coming year. We then learned that families
also disliked the variety of rice the scheme management selected, picked for its
gross yield per hectare. It was a heavy, glutinous rice, whereas for eating, people
liked the light, flufty Sindano rice. If women did not have access to unregulated
‘red soil’ food crop gardens, they had to buy unmilled maize and vegetables at high
prices in the scheme-regulated markets.
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The negative assessment of life ‘on scheme’ was shared among off-scheme
Kikuyu and Embu, who refused to let their daughters marry scheme boys. It
seems the consensus was that, in this place, people suffered from malaria and other
diseases not found up the hill slopes among the prosperous coffee farmers. Women
would spend hours waiting at the clinic to get their family members treated. They
had to travel long distances from the scheme in search of firewood, the main fuel for
cooking and heating. They had few chances to earn extra income, whereas those off
the scheme often ran various rural businesses on the side. They also had no formal
claim on the tenants’ incomes, which were paid to the men after harvest by the
scheme management. Schools were poorly run and the schedule of school fees did
not match the scheme’s payments. At first, Robert and I brushed these complaints
aside, as representing only the more disgruntled tenants. However, linked studies
by Jane Hanger (Hanger and Moris, 1973) on the situation of women and by
Rolfe Korte (1973) on family nutrition substantiated tenants’ complaints: life on
the scheme was indeed harder than for even ‘landless’ squatters off the scheme

(Chambers and Moris, 1973).

SURVEY SLAVERY

Meanwhile, Robert watched in amazement as my Makerere students struggled
to win farmers’ cooperation. Why did I not just jettison my long questionnaire
to address the real issues? I had to explain about other samples we would acquire
later to ensure comparability — also, the 13 interviewers would now scatter across
highland Kenya to conduct their own special project research efforts. My rigidity
and inability to analyse the survey data rapidly became the basis for Robert’s
critique of academic social science in his book Rural Development: Putting the Last
First (Chambers, 1983). It would convince Robert that policy-oriented enquiry
could not afford the luxury of a time-consuming, expensive and rigid ‘multi-
subject’ baseline survey. Of course, he was right.

The Makerere students also warned me that one reason for their difficulties
was because an earlier survey had asked questions about tenants’ religion and was
then subsequently used to identify members of a proscribed religious organization
for the Administration. One afternoon at teatime the District Commissioner
(DC) appeared at our door, ostensibly on a social call. I realized my presence was
unwelcome and went elsewhere. The DC then asked Robert if he could review my
Makerere questionnaires. Happily, Robert had been a District Officer (DO) in the
Kenya government. He told the DC he would review what was being learned and
if anything really seditious cropped up, he would alert the administration. But to
hand over the questionnaires would destroy our field surveys and any later research
as well. Perhaps this episode helped bring into sharp focus the question ‘who owns
survey information?” And how does it get used, once acquired?
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Robert’s earlier management interviews had earned the trust of Mwea’s former
manager, who had now become the head of a newly established National Irrigation
Board. Robert learned the board was negotiating for German funds to expand the
scheme onto ‘vacant land beyond the scheme’s initial boundaries. The funds were
intended to increase the security for Kenya’s food supplies, a common rationale
for funding large irrigation projects.

As it happens, one of my Makerere students was a Kamba, from the same
people as those who lived without permission within the proposed expansion area.
I had sent him to this very area for his special project research. Again, he found
locals very reluctant to be interviewed. He would arrive an hour before an agreed
interview time, usually catching the farmer just about to leave on his bicycle.
Robert and I went to see the situation, becoming (as Robert would later call us)
‘rural development tourists’. To our astonishment, we found nearly the whole area
already planted to native food crops. Because of low and uncertain rainfall, when
rains began the ‘squatters” hired privately owned tractors to prepare their fields
and then planted fast-growing legumes. The land was not vacant and it already
produced valuable food — except the Kenya administration had turned a blind eye
towards this situation.

LEARNING LESSONS FROM MWEA

These and other experiences convinced me that the Mwea ‘system’ was unbalanced,
devoting all its attention to technical efficiency but neglecting the actual welfare
of the people recruited to take up annual production licences, the Mwea ‘tenants’.
They did not enjoy high incomes, their tenure was insecure, their lives less tolerable
than among those living nearby and the scheme management took further decisions
that unnecessarily increased their burdens. As of 1966, then, Robert and I had
opposite views about this ‘highly successful’ irrigation scheme, the best (it was
claimed) of any irrigation projects in Kenya.

We decided to cooperate on a follow-up book to Seztlement Schemes in Tropical
Africa (Chambers, 1969) derived from Mwea’s experience, this time representing all
the various viewpoints (Chambers and Moris, 1973). By this time (the early 1970s),
the benefits claimed in 1966 had began to appear on the ground at Mwea. On
revisits, we found a far more prosperous membership, with many improvements in
tenant lives. By now, too, I found Robert much more sensitive to the situation of
local farmers within Mwea. He had recently been to Ghana, and edited a similar,
multidisciplinary review of its ambitious Volta resettlement project (Chambers,
1970). We both agreed that Mwea was now delivering major benefits, but we saw it
as having many special advantages not shared by other irrigation projects in Kenya.

Meanwhile, in Kenya, the National Irrigation Board had used Mwea’s success
as the basis to get World Bank funding for another large and ambitious irrigation
project, on the lower Tana River in a very remote area. Robert and I believed
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strongly this investment was a major mistake, predicated on ‘facts’ about Mwea
that were not true, while failing to see the special advantages Mwea had enjoyed.
Robert had excellent connections in the Kenya government and took his doubts
to the decision-makers. They did not agree: the Tana River’s Bura project went
forward. It would become a disaster, just as we forecast, for which the World BanKk’s
irrigation planners must share some of the blame.

What were, however, the major lessons we each took away from our shared
experiences at Mwea? First, it had become obvious that neither the exhaustive
review of files (that Robert had done) nor the large, multi-subject field surveys I
carried out gave policy-makers the crucial data they needed when weighting new
options. Robert would go on to pioneer Rapid Rural Appraisal (RRA; Chambers,
1981b), which then morphed through several versions into participatory appraisal
and then learning and action (Chambers, 1994a) represented by various acronyms
(see Chapters 22 and 23). He also championed Ilchman’s idea of ‘optimal
ignorance’: the notion that policy analysts must decide which unknowns can be
left uninvestigated in order to direct crucial intelligence effort towards the really
important questions (Ilchman and Uphoff, 1969, p256-272; also Ilchman, 1972).
In actual rural development decisions of necessity, rough and ready estimates
usually substitute for scientifically proven results.

Second, it had become apparent that any effort at assisting agricultural
development that must provide the entire livelihoods for new recruits as their
entitlements, must necessarily become very expensive. If, as at Bura, the sponsoring
agency must then also pay for creating the usual government services, a settlement
scheme becomes doubly expensive and doubly jeopardized. In contrast to rival
policies, such as land titling (which the Kenya government had underway across
central Kenya), land settlement cannot compete on a unit cost basis. Thus it
becomes a poor choice of development policy for any impoverished country.
Furthermore, for its success, it demands relatively effective support services and a
crop with a secure market — two advantages at Mwea that other Kenyan schemes
did not share (Chambers, 1973).

Third, we saw clearly at Mwea that outcomes from development can be very
different for men and women — a major blind spot within development thinking
in the 1960s, which of course has now been fully addressed by Robert’s colleagues
at the Institute of Development Studies (IDS), Brighton (Kabeer, 1994). Robert’s
later book Whose Reality Counts? Putting the First Last (Chambers, 1997b), for
example, explores this disconnect within development efforts. We also began to
realize the hidden health costs that irrigation usually imposes on farmers’ families,
a cost still often ignored by economic planners.

Fourth, Robert saw that it will be the staff at the contact level in any service
delivery system whose actions largely influence what actually happens, and thus
how ‘beneficiaries’ regard a development project. In African administration, the
contact staff were (and are) usually the ones least supported, least trained, least
rewarded and so least motivated to achieve official objectives, as shown by David
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Leonard’s work on Kenya’s agricultural extension system (1977). No wonder ‘rent
seeking’ becomes their usual mode of response! At Mwea, the scheme had a small
farmer training centre, but it made little use of it because the technology was all
‘top-down’ driven. ‘My’ farmers had interesting comments about certain pests and
weeds they encountered, but such information held no interest to the harassed
‘junior staff who dealt with farmers. Indeed, the scheme management was quite
surprised that Robert even wanted a picture of all the junior staff to put in our
book (see Chambers and Moris, 1973, plate six). The staff pictured were drivers
and mechanics — there were no real ‘extension’ staff as we might call them in this
system. This inability of specialized agronomists to learn from farmers became
an abiding preoccupation for Robert, bearing fruit in the Farmer First books
(Chambers et al, 1989a; Scoones and Thompson, 1994, 2009), and in the farmers
first-and-last model for technology generation (Chambers and Jiggins, 1987a, b;
Jiggins, also Chapter 15).

Fifth, we had seen first-hand that the economic benefits from major investment
projects occur much more slowly than economists predict. This means that
participants, as well as the sponsoring agency and the larger economy, do not
see actual benefits until decades after an investment has been made. Relying on
economic advice comes, then, with serious political costs when promises cannot be
met. Robert would become a life-long sceptic about economists and their promises.
Our study paralleled the rise (and later fall) of project appraisal as a magic bullet
technology within the World Bank. Having seen just how far off base management’s
ideas were regarding farmers’ welfare, we assumed (correctly) that project appraisal
usually generates false ideas about likely benefits. Yes, at Mwea, benefits eventually
arrived — a decade late!

Sixth, Robert would also abandon his search for better implementation
technologies as the key to effective rural development, something he still believed
in when I met him and that he tried to perfect with Deryke Belshaw in their project
implementation management (PIM) system of the early 1970s (Chambers, 1974;
also Chapter 4). Poor people around the globe can be grateful for this change of
heart and vision: Robert’s Rural Development: Putting the Last First (1983) was a
very different product than his 1974 book.

Lastly, Robert would increasingly investigate how poor people actually
perceived the many initiatives undertaken supposedly to benefit them. He would
insist in that ‘simple is optimal’ (Chambers, 1978), but then go on to question
whether ‘uppers’ who determine investments even know the actual circumstances
of those they think they assist. In reality, until people themselves own and use their
perceived information, most top-down effort will be wasted — the theme in several
of Robert’s later books, initially articulated in his 1983 classic Rural Development:
Putting the Last First: still the one book for ‘beginners’.
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WHAT REALLY MATTERS

As for me, looking back at a very hectic and trying apprenticeship in central Kenya,
what strikes me now is that the various major books we struggled so hard to create
had almost no impact within our field. This contrasts dramatically with Robert’s
later works. For me, the Mwea book was an enormous task and yet hardly anyone
seemed to read it. Its major policy lessons were ignored in Kenya. What I did
not see then, as a beginner, was that one’s personal relations with colleagues and
students are what really matters.

From among those 13 Makerere trainees would come one manager of the
scheme itself (the young man who interviewed those Kamba farmers and married
one of their daughters), a general manager of the National Irrigation Board, a
head of the Tana and Athi River Development Authority, and the University of
Nairobi’s first Kenyan Professor of Sociology, Philip Mbithi, who then became
Vice-Chancellor and eventually the head of the Kenyan Civil Service. My students
became senior civil servants in East Africa’s Ministries of Agriculture: good people
in imperfect systems. Robert’s students and colleagues can be found around the
world: he would influence an entire generation in viewing how to go about rural
development. The people Robert and I worked with went on to outstanding careers;
they are our true legacy. I suppose that is Robert’s ultimate lesson: in development,
people count for more than the technology or the models. Farmer First, indeed.
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The Path from Managerialism to
Participation: The Kenyan Special
Rural Development Programme

David K. Leonard

MANAGING RURAL DEVELOPMENT

The Special Rural Development Programme (SRDP) in Kenya marked a critical
juncture in Robert Chambers intellectual development, although some of the
effects were not to become evident for several years. SRDP marks as well a juncture
in general donor practice, although it probably did not cause it. So both for general
and particular reasons, it is worth exploring what happened to Robert over SRDP.

Robert’s career until the mid-1970s had been focused exclusively on East
Africa — and that career had been heavily managerial in orientation. Not only had
he been a colonial District Officer (DO) (see Chapter 5) and then a trainer of the
new crop of Kenyan DOs (see Chapter 6), but his doctoral research at Manchester
had focused on the managerial aspects of the Mwea Irrigation Scheme (Chambers,
1969). When he was hired by the Institute for Development Studies in Nairobi
to work on the evaluation of SRDD, it was as manager of the team of academics
(of which I was one) who were supporting the project. Robert’s major publication
from the SRDP years was Managing Rural Development: ldeas and Experience
from East Africa (Chambers, 1974), which promoted the project implementation
management (PIM) system he developed with the economist Deryke Belshaw
for the SRDP. This was a highly managerial piece of work and largely focused on
coordinating the decentralized administrators who were doing the local planning
and implementation for SRDP. This book and the Robert of this era is dramatically
different from the Robert who is known today for his promotion of various ways
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of stimulating citizen participation in development planning and implementation.
What happened?

Robert himself says there was no ‘revelation on the road to Damascus’ that
prompted his fundamental change in approach, but looking back we can see that
many of the seeds of slow growth that produced the ‘new, improved Chambers’
were planted late in the SRDP years. What were they?

First and foremost, SRDP came at the juncture where the realities of
development finance for small countries were undergoing radical change. The
British Empire (and the other European varieties) sought to make sure that colonies
broke even financially. It was hoped that these new states might create a framework
in which various economic enterprises owned by citizens of the colonizer generated
profits, but at a minimum they should impose no burden on the Treasury in the
metropole. Colonial officers took seriously the need to balance state-building and
development initiatives against the tax revenues that could be raised within the
country. Robert and the other ex-colonial officers working with SRDP were earnest
in their continued commitment to this constraint.

SRDP was mandated as a set of development experiments that, when successful,
were to be replicated over the country as a whole. Thus ‘replicability’ was core to the
SRDP mission and in the view of the British officers working with it that meant
that no pattern should be set that could not eventually be financed out of regular
Kenyan tax revenues. Thus Overseas Development Assistance (ODA) might be
used for government ‘capital’ expenses but never for ‘recurrent’ ones (which were
represented by different budgets). Similar strictures had been in force and accepted
in India for 20 years, for the country was so large that it was inconceivable that
any outside source of finance could ever bear the burden of development work for
the whole country for very long.

In practice, however, Kenya and other small and moderate-sized African nations
had entered a brave new world of ‘replicability’ (today we might say ‘sustainability’).
They were small enough that Western donors really could finance development
activities for a country as a whole (as Tanzania’s integrated regional development
programme subsequently illustrated; Kleemeier, 1985); the competition with
the USSR for votes in the United Nations (UN) General Assembly provided
the incentive for them to do so; and the conception of how state development
activities should be financed was changing. The Western powers were beginning to
internalize the fact that strong states and markets in Africa and elsewhere provided
a part of the fuel for very profitable global trade and that it therefore was reasonable
not to tax just African citizens to finance them but also Western businesses at home
benefiting from globalization. The colonial ‘subsidy’ finally became legitimate in
the metropole. This change led to open ODA for ‘recurrent” expenditures in the
1980s and even ‘direct budget support’ (untied to specific projects) by the 1990s.

Robert and the other British officers working on SRDP sought to keep SRDP
within the bounds of the old conceptions of ‘replicability’. In doing so, they found
themselves in an emotionally charged battle with other academics (especially those
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trained in the US!) and Kenyan officers, who felt that SRDP should be able to
spend at whatever level the donors were willing to support and that those who
resisted such generous finance were seeking only to ‘hold Kenyans back’. This
was an ideological battle that no ex-colonial officer could hope to win in the first
decade after independence. Robert (justifiably in my opinion) felt abused at the
ad hominem turn taken by this struggle and vowed never to take on administrative
responsibility again. This vow greatly strengthened his publications, intellectual
freedom and popularity for the rest of his career.

The bigger juncture that this academic ‘food fight' manifested, however,
was a major shift in the conception of how services and economic development
activities in smaller poor countries should be financed. To my knowledge, this
critical juncture was never explicitly acknowledged but the ‘new replicability’
quickly became the rule and remains so to this day. On the one hand, the norm
does mean that ‘northerners’ who profit from globalized trade are legitimately
and permanently being taxed to make ‘southern states’ viable parts of the global
economy that imperialism forged a century and more before. Virtually no one
thinks any longer that overseas development aid is a temporary palliative that will
disappear into activities financed solely by ‘southern’ taxes once ‘take-off” into
development has occurred.? On the other hand, donor finance has become a new
resource that ‘southern’ state elites can capture for their own benefit with little
visible or direct pain being imposed on their own poor citizens. Thus, overseas
development aid has become another aspect of the ‘natural resource curse’ in many
countries, sustaining predatory political elites and producing growth rates lower
than those otherwise possible.

SRDP was not just about ‘replicable’ development activity, however. A second
feature came from its growth out of the then fashionable idea that effective
development planning and activity needed to be based on a holistic and integrated
approach. The Jan Tinbergens and W. W. Rostows ruled the intellectual roost and
Albert Hirschman’s call for ‘unbalanced’ economic development was still a voice
in the wilderness (Hirschman, 1958). Integrated rural development was to remain
fashionable throughout the 1970s. Even while writing with Deryke Belshaw on
how coordinated development activity could be administered, however, Robert
had begun to perceive within the SRDP the heavy costs in time and effort to
coordination (Chambers, 2005b [1969]). At least with regard to implementation,
he led the long-march of the development community out of its commitment to
comprehensive, integrated development.

Third, as recounted by Jon Moris (Chapter 3), Robert became disillusioned
with the ability of standard academic research (particularly of the survey variety) to
assist in development policy-making and implementation. It was too complicated,
ambitious and obsessed with precise measurement to produce relevant answers in
the time frame that development practice requires. Robert perceived that social
scientists were often trying to make very precise assessments of development
reality when practice required only approximate and quick answers to these same
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questions. This led him to become a vigorous proponent of Rapid Rural Appraisal
(RRA), in which quick missions to collect information from key informants and
targeted meetings of rural dwellers substituted for research at the standard on which
the academy insisted (Chambers, 1981b).

In many ways, this practice was a reversion to Robert’s practice as a colonial
DO. He often sang the virtues of the foot safari and camping as the best methods
for finding out what is really happening in the rural area. And he complained that
the more transport improved, the more it enabled post-colonial officers to flit along
the major roads in the dry season and to skip back to the comfort of the towns in
the evenings, depriving them of the very best insights into the realities of rural life
(Chambers, 1983). By a different path Robert had rediscovered the methods of
rural research Mao Tse-Tung proclaimed in his famous 1930 essay ‘Oppose book
worship’ (1971). This scepticism regarding academic research, the re-embrace of
intense rural field experience and his commitment to RRA all were leading him
toward the dedicated advocate of participatory appraisal he eventually became.

RESEARCH RIGOUR

All of these paths in and out of RRA were positive, but I personally feel that Robert
over-generalized from his negative experiences with classic academic development
research in SRDP. My own appraisal is somewhat more nuanced. I do think that
Robert (and Mao) are right about the dangers of academic research for development
practice. The questions that are most pressing for the developing world are different
from those in privileged ‘northern’ university departments. As a consequence,
the senior, hiring professors in the north, since they do not fully appreciate the
urgency of the questions addressed by those working in the ‘south’, often focus
on the sophistication of the research methodology used in a study rather than the
insight it generates. This leads young researchers to ‘over-measure’ and to ‘kill fleas
with sledge hammers’, at great expense in human resources, time and readability.

Robert is right that measurement needs to be proportionate to the range of
variation that is important to development practice. The subsequent history of
management information systems (MISs) also demonstrates that surveys that set
out to answer all the important questions that might arise most often answer none
of them (Dery, 1981). Big, comprehensive surveys have proved disappointing at
best and a waste of resources at worst. Furthermore, Robert is right when he says
that a social scientist who undertakes to do a sample survey when a decision-maker
asks a question will usually produce answers only long after they are no longer
relevant and the deciders have moved on to other questions.

Nonetheless, rigorous research still can be highly useful for policy-making if
it passes some important tests. First, it must anticipate and precede the decision-
makers quest for policy-relevant answers, so that the research is completed before
the policy-makers and implementers ask for it. At a minimum, this means that
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rigorous academic research will be policy-relevant only if it is anticipating major
social trends or if it is addressing problems we know will have a long shelf-life. There
was research undertaken under SRDP that did come to have policy importance
— but only later. Joe Ascroft and Niels Réling gained important insights on the
nature of extension packages that were likely to meet the needs of Kenyan farmers.
But this innovation took a while to come to fruition (Ascroft et al, 1973). My
own research on the management of Kenyan agricultural extension became the
foundation for a set of important reforms in that ministry and has influenced
understanding of development administration far beyond East Africa — but only
a decade after I finished the project and the SRDP evaluation unit had been shut
down (Leonard, 1977).

Second, it does take meticulous research to uncover the hidden structure of
many problems. My own research on agricultural extension found patterns of
subordinate staff behaviour of which supervisors were completely unaware. But
there must be time in the policy process for such investigations to proceed and the
problems must be worth the attention.

Thus, third, the value of discovering what is new must be balanced against
the importance of focusing on the parts of the development puzzle that are in the
greatest need of critical illumination in an ongoing policy process. Eventually I was
able to produce a three-district survey of veterinary staff behaviour and the views of
farmers and herders about them, together with analysis and a report, in only two
and a half months! (Leonard, 1987). For policy research, that kind of turnaround
should be our ideal but it took me a decade of experience before I could achieve
it. Sometimes we need to invest our patience in such methodological learning so
we can use its benefits later.

THE SEEDS OF PARTICIPATORY APPRAISAL

To return to Robert and his commitment to participatory appraisal, we can see its
seeds in his experiences with the SRDP. But the shoots did not sprout immediately.
In the early 1980s, Robert undertook research on the management of major canal
irrigation schemes in Sri Lanka that took a managerial, resource-economizing
approach similar to his earlier Kenyan work (Chambers, 1980a; see Chapter
16). Ironically this research was undertaken only shortly before Norman Uphoff
launched his highly participatory approach to the Gal Oya irrigation scheme, also
in Sri Lanka (Uphoff, 1992).

What took Robert ultimately to his well-known participatory insights and
methods was a product not of sudden revelations, but of a deep dedication to
development for the poor, self-reflection, an eagerness to learn and a willingness
to admit past mistakes. Such a path should be an encouragement to all of us, for
neither heroism nor brilliance is required (although it is not precluded either). Years
ago, I found myself with a secondary school classmate who had campaigned for
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Richard Nixon for president in 1960 and then later spent four years in prison rather
than cooperate with conscription into the US army for the war in Vietnam. When
I gently teased him about this incongruity in his personal history, he responded
that it actually demonstrated that anyone can eventually see the light about what
is morally required of them. And that is what Robert’s story demonstrates as well.

NOTES

1 I was so focused on my own work that I was largely innocent of this struggle at the
time and played no significant role in it — on either side.

2 Jeffrey Sachs and his disciples alone seem to still believe in this 1950s formulation of
W. W. Rostow’s thesis.
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Foxes and Hedgehogs — and Lions:
Whose Reality Prevails?

Paul Spencer

Dear Robert,

At last I have an opportunity to respond to your kind gift of Whose Reality
Counts? Putting the First Last (Chambers, 1997b) — and to try and answer your
question.

Attempting this takes me back to our very different types of involvement
as novices among the Samburu of northern Kenya around 1960. As a social
anthropologist, I found our conversations invigorating and valued your hospitable
encouragement as a District Officer to voice my criticisms of the colonial record. A
key interest that we shared at that time has a bearing on your book. This concerned
the nature of decision-making among the Samburu, and this was amplified when
I later turned my attention to their cousins, the Maasai and also to the Chamus,
where our paths indirectly crossed a second time.

PUBLIC CONSENSUS AND PRIVATE ANXIETIES

In Whose Reality Counts?, your depiction of Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA)
conjures up memories of formal debates among Samburu elders. These allowed all
points of view to be expressed, but only one at a time, inhibiting private disputes or
sustained interruptions. Their discussions would take place in the shade of a large
acacia tree, and this provided an analogy for the process of arriving at any decision.
They pointed out that the branches of an acacia tree were like the different views
expressed by various elders on some vexed topic. They would argue these out with
no fixed agenda or limitation on their time until they arrived at some consensus —
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like the trunk that bound all the branches together. The decision was then blessed
in an invocation to God by an elder of the oldest age-set present.

In your book, you adopt Archilochus’s metaphor, contrasting creative foxes with
fundamentalist hedgehogs (Chambers, 1997b, p163). In this vein, the Samburu
elders were behaving like foxes, with many ideas that contributed towards the
resolution to their problem. This may fall short of the PRA ideal, in that these
debates excluded all women and younger men, but it does express a compromised
version and reflects the embedded gender and age divisions that characterized
Samburu society. In my mind’s ear, I can hear Samburu elders pointing out
that their wives are merely hedgehogs (injolis) with just one big idea — a single-
minded desire to keep having children linked to a widespread concern for their
fertility — while they, the elders as foxes (isiron), have a broader and more mature
understanding of the world with robust ways of thinking and responding. This
displayed an alternative fundamentalism, of course, regarding their wives as
‘children’, and disregarding any contribution that their points of view could make
towards the debate (Chambers, 1997b, p88).

Samburu women’s anxiety over their fertility was expressed in their dancing,
and this is a theme that has been reported more widely in the region and other
parts of Africa. This touches on another area of concern: population growth in
underdeveloped areas. You note this, but I am less reassured by your evidence of
some kind of balance between population growth and economic development
(Chambers, 1997b, pp24-26, p31). In East Africa, the official 2009 estimate of
the annual growth rate is 2.45 per cent. This may seem containable at first sight,
but it implies a doubling of the human population every 29 years with no end in
sight. Even in areas as remote as Samburu, I estimated an annual growth rate of 2.3
per cent in 1973 for a clan that by definition excluded immigrants (Spencer, 1998,
p214). As a global phenomenon, this presents an ethical Pandora’s Box. World
powers may confer over climate change or global financial crises, and they may
just conceivably have some impact in sorting these out. But can you conceive of a
situation where there might be some global consensus on population limitation?
You note that poorer sectors adopt a robust strategy to cope with their poverty in
the long term (Chambers, 1997b, p175). Yet one of these robust approaches is to
aspire to large families as a safeguard for their old age. To assume that the pace of
economic development will match population growth is speculative, especially in a
world that is running short of fossil fuels. Redistributing global resources could buy
valuable time but it would not address the basic problem. Nor can we safely assume
that birth rates and poverty traps are set to diminish over time. With population
growth at this rate, the escalation of natural and man-made disasters seems set to
continue. At a local level, how would a PRA facilitator handle a discourse on this
issue, I wonder? Public debates do not necessarily dispel private anxieties.



FOXES AND HEDGEHOGS — AND LIONS: WHOSE REALITY PREVAILS? 47

THE INSTITUTIONAL CONTEXT OF DECISION-MAKING

Turning to the Maasai, decision-making follows a similar pattern to the Samburu,
but on a grander scale. Maasai moran (young men) are encouraged to adopt
a debating discipline as a key to their ‘warrior’ organization and as a training
for consensual action when they become elders. Any group of age mates with a
shared interest will choose their most astute member to act on their behalf as their
representative or ‘feather’ (enkopiro) in the wider debate. This analogy refers to
the ostrich feather headdress that encircled the head of a Maasai warrior, rather
as these representatives surround the eloquent and influential figure, the head or
spokesman for the whole community — advising him but also holding him to
account if he falls short of their democratic expectations. The ‘head’ should be the
last to express an opinion, having weighed up all the arguments. This provides an
institutionalized framework, both for arriving at wide-ranging decisions relevant to
a broad community, and for acting on them afterwards — considering differences
of opinion in the first instance, and inhibiting dissent after a decision has been
reached.

You describe PRA as a means of arriving at such decisions after informed
debate, but does it build on locally established institutional practices to arrive at
and pursue resolutions? Your book criticizes the institutional assumptions and
practices of those in power (Chambers, 1997b, pp 221-222) and a table refers to
building up local institutions in the longer term (Chambers, 1997b, p115), but
you appear to overlook the resilience of existing local institutions in community
dynamics and the necessity of working through them to facilitate development.

With respect, while Whose Reality Counts? is disarmingly self-critical, it
reads as though PRA is seeking to wipe the slate clean before building up a new
rapport, overlooking the rich and creative significance of local institutions that
are themselves products of local cultures and capable of modifying with changing
circumstances.

INSTITUTIONALIZED ADAPTABILITY

The robustness of indigenous decision-making leads me to consider the Chamus,
who belong to the same cluster as the Samburu and Maasai. Here, I am concerned
with bottom-up development as opposed to the Chamus encounter with the
alternative approach that you have dissected elsewhere (Chambers, 1973, see
Chapter 3).

Historically the Chamus have experienced a string of changes in their social
organization associated with in-migrations and an increasingly mixed economy,
spanning an indefinite period (Spencer, 1998, pp129-204). Taking their oral
history at face value, they were originally hunter-gatherers in the vicinity of Lake
Baringo. They then adopted irrigation farming, which spread to cover an impressive
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area. Then they were joined by impoverished Samburu from the north and acquired
pastoralist skills from these Samburu, who settled among them and recovered their
herds by raiding. This led to an amalgamation of the age and clanship systems of
these two peoples. However, the Chamus were geographically closer to the Maasai,
and it was from Maasai that they developed their institutions further, adopting the
Maasai warrior village system.

As the growing caravan trade carved its niche across the region, the Chamus
villages played a significant role in providing food supplies and became a recognized
trading post. Then in 1917-1918, their principal irrigation system was destroyed
by a flash flood, caused by overgrazing (Chambers, 1973, p346) or by over-
exploiting the irrigation system in response to the opportunities of the caravan trade
(Anderson, 1988, pp250-254), or perhaps both. This led to a further shift towards
pastoralism, while their farming diversified in response to the external market with
patchy success, leading to sporadic reliance on famine relief.

The significant point here is not the details of how these changes came about,
but the mechanism whereby the Chamus elders maintained control over these
changes. Developing and maintaining their irrigation system required a collective
discipline, and this was enforced by a council of elders, which consisted of all
household heads. Attendance at their meetings was compulsory and any breach
of a decision by the council was a punishable offence. As among the Samburu
and Maasai, the deliberations of the council only concluded when an extended
discussion of all points of view led to a unanimous decision, whether this was
achieved through majority coercion or sheer exhaustion.

The Chamus council most probably had its origin in the development of the
irrigation system, but significantly it did not end there. According to Chamus elders,
each transition in their economy was mulled over by their council, maintaining
an overarching control based on democratic principles, with the age-set of moran
available to support their decisions when necessary. The richness of their oral
history was matched by the sanctity and practicality of their system. Once again,
the implication here is of an indigenous institution for decision-making, backed
by public opinion in order to maintain their system and adapt to new realities.

Your critique of more recent top-down development among the Chamus
(Chambers, 1973) raises an awkward question. How far can local cultures and
institutions adapt to any development agency that espouses different premises,
and vice versa? Suppose the agency requires women and younger men to be
consulted and values their input, whereas this is alien to the local elders, who
regard themselves as the custodians of their society and way of life (Chambers,
1997b, p88, pp213-214). They see themselves as shrewd foxes, and any ideological
challenge to their custodianship may be regarded as the fundamentalist bigotry
of some narrow-minded hedgehog (and again vice versa). To put this another way,
can there ever be a totally unblinkered, culture-free approach to PRA from above
or below? Coining your idiom:
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Can there be any solution
Without some institution?
Or any institutional promise

Without a fundamental premise? (Chambers, 1997b)

THE PROBLEM OF SUBVERSION

Bearing in mind Archilochus’s metaphor of hedgehogs and foxes, we may shift the
focus to consider Pareto’s foxes and lions. This involves a switch from a question
of insight to one of integrity, providing a different slant on the character of the
foxes. Let us call these respectively wise foxes after Archilochus and sly foxes after
Pareto. For Pareto’s sly foxes, their wide variety of experience and perceptiveness
feeds their cunning in the devious pursuit of self-interest. In this metaphor, sly foxes
are portrayed as scheming innovators and are opposed to /ions, who are essentially
loyal to broader social ideals and strong enough to pursue these. But faced with the
complexity of human nature and innovation, /ions are vulnerable to the scheming
manipulations of sy foxes. Lions are the backbone of an establishment, but in effect
they have the underbellies of hedgehogs.

This switch of metaphor is well illustrated in Peter Little’s striking study of
more recent development among the Chamus. Little (1992) traces the penetration
of capitalism into the local economy following the privatization of land in post-
colonial Kenya. This provided an opportunity for a new generation of Chamus
innovators — the Paretovian sly foxes — who broke ranks and systematically acquired
land and stock from impoverished Chamus and then further exploited them as
cheap labour.

Turning to your comments on the success of PRA, this seems to assume that
participants collaborate as wise foxes and then maintain their PRA gains as trusting
and trustworthy /ions (Chambers, 1997b, p199, p208-209). Plato’s Republic was
very close in some ways to your model and sought to cope with a more complex
range of basic personality types than we have considered here. Plato’s solution was in
effect to take those retired warriors/moran that had proved to be lions or wise foxes,
and to sit them at the high table as a privileged elite over those unsuited to govern.
Your model, on the other hand, is slanted towards a universal concord of goodwill,
with no high table and suppressing or ostracizing any suggestion of rival agendas.

Yet surely, all these metaphorical guises — sly foxes and hedgehogs included —
are aspects of our persona, shifting with context. You endorse a popular criticism
against Freud (Chambers, 1997b, pp77-78, pp82-83), but it was he who led
us to understand the manipulative infantile sly fox that lies buried in the human
condition, and indeed the ambiguities of character more generally that are
inadvertently revealed in our behaviour. Frustration may tempt wise foxes to become
more sly, and it may turn fions into hedgehogs. Sly foxes in youth may become Zions
and pillars of the establishment as they mature, and then staid hedgehogs as they age
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in a changing world. And indeed this resembles the Maasai elders’ view of their age
system, with moran cast as sly foxes, filching their stock and seducing their young
wives. Maasai wives in general reverse the order, regarding moran as glamorous
lions and their husbands as s/y foxes. It is because we are so vulnerable to the many
sides of our personality that the very basic teachings that lead us towards adulthood
are couched in terms of the fundamental strictures of hedgehogs that you criticize
(Chambers, 1997b, pp59-62), aimed at confining some of our more basic instincts
and fostering the /ion and wise fox within us to mature.

THE CLASH OF FUNDAMENTALS AND THE
PRAGMATICS OF COMPROMISE

Your model presumes an inherent and thoroughly open-minded altruism, free
from cultural assumptions or self-seeking motives (Chambers, 1997b). But can a
PRA-inspired transition that has been achieved in a general spirit of compromise
survive in the longer term? Pareto’s analysis of history envisaged the rule of Zons
as vulnerable to the manipulation of s/y foxes, who replaced them as the governing
elite until they in turn were overthrown by a re-emergence of /ions in an endless
cycle. In the Maasai model, aggressive younger age-sets replace ageing senior age-
sets until they too age and are replaced. But can this guarantee a continuity of the
original PRA ideals, especially as times change and new leaders emerge with their
own agendas (Chambers, 1997b)?

Again, how would a new system cope with a major crisis of confidence? You
suggest that PRA innovations are infectious, building on one another positively
(Chambers, 1997b). This seems reminiscent at first sight of the growth of Maasai
group ranches. From diffident beginnings, these seemed to have growing popularity
among the Maasai. However, their boundaries were challenged at critical times by
the pressure for flexibility in the face of drought and growing populations, and
they would give way to the overarching principle that all their land belonged to
all Maasai. Eventually, it became clear that the increasing attraction of new group
ranches had been prompted by a fear of losing newly acquired land rights if they
did not join. Here, there was a clash of two fundamental principles: traditional
claims in sharing land as against the environmental need to protect this land from
overgrazing.

The success of PRA initiatives described in the pages of Whose Reality
Counts? brings hope that life in rural areas stands a chance of adapting locally
to environmental problems if attempts at higher levels have failed to produce a
solution. PRA is clearly in tune with upbringings that seek to restrict our very
basic self-centred instincts in order to participate as social beings in problems
that are ultimately social. This points towards a collective compromise with
reality, expressed in the image of a Maasai warrior’s feather headdress. While local
institutions are capable of changing, they are embedded in local cultures that
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provide their local legitimacy and are the best hope for containing the sly foxes.
Could you envisage a PRA initiative that is equally prepared to meet these existing
institutions halfway in a spirit of compromise? Would you be prepared to respect
some of their fundamentalism in order to legitimize the search towards some
tangible result? Each step forward is a compromise with reality, and in answer to
the question posed in your title, I suggest that this compromise is the post-colonial
reality that really counts.

May the Samburu bestow on you a more effective blessing than I could possibly
hope to emulate, my old friend.
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Administration and Development

Colin Fuller

THE TRANSITION FROM COLONIALISM

In 1961, the new Kenya government set up the Kenya Institute of Administration
(KTA) to train African Administrative Officers of the new Provincial Administration
and Ministries of Central Government, government executive cadres, local
government officers, cooperative department officers and community development
officers. Robert Chambers and I had been working as District Officers (DOs) under
the colonial administration, and were recruited by Eric Gordon, the Director, to
be training ofhcers for the African DO’s courses at the KIA.

The subjects covered included law, accounting, government procedures, natural
resources, making district plans and public administration. The courses covered
all major ministries and departments, from district to central levels (Fuller, 2002).
This was a critical part of the process of decolonization. Robert recalls the period:

It is difficult to convey to others the exhilaration of the decolonizing
experience in Kenya. As a district officer I would have been seen by
some as a wicked colonialist. I am not here defending or glossing
any of the outrages of colonialism. But the task then was to prepare
Jfor independence and one could not have wished for a better job.
(Chambers, 2005¢, p69)

Robert goes on to describe his job at the KIA:
[1] was responsible for three back-to-back six-month courses for Kenyan

administrators who were taking over. This was an extraordinarily
intense experience, innovating and improvising on the run, and
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beginning to learn how to avoid having to lecture: this was anyway
essential as I did not know enough about anything to be able ro talk
about it for any length of time. The last course of twenty-four graduates
straight from university, mainly Makerere in Uganda, challenged
(‘Why do we need to climb Kilimanjaro in order to be able to run
our country?) but did not subvert the somewhat muscular approach of
the training, which stressed character and self-confidence. (Chambers,
2005¢, p70)

TRAINING NEW ADMINISTRATORS

In his work as a trainer of African administrators, Robert made two major
contributions. The first was in the content and use of case studies for trainees
who, by the end of 1962, were on two separate courses. One group comprised
officers, mainly in their early 30s, whose education was generally no higher than
School Certificate, but who had several years of field experience. The other group
comprised recent graduates in their mid-20s, mostly with arts degrees from
Makerere in Uganda, whose field experience as DOs was no more than a few
months. Although at that time there were no job descriptions for the work of a
DO in the provincial administration or for an assistant secretary in a ministry,
the main abilities that would be required were to be able to handle paperwork
expeditiously, make decisions at a policy level, write minutes and letters concisely
and analyse and respond to difficult problems in files.

Generally, case studies used for training in both private and public organizations
were written by the trainers and were mostly fictitious, even when based on real
situations and were often transparently artificial. Robert’s answer to this was, with
the permission and help of the Ministry of State for Constitutional Affairs and
Administration, to use current files, photostatting each folio and typing it on
a stencil, including any handwritten comments, written legibly and, in almost
all cases, retaining the actual names of people involved. Many of the officers
handling the files were known to the trainees and were considerably senior to
them. Sometimes ministers were involved and, in one case study, President Mzee
Kenyatta, whose terse comment was there for all to see!

The trainees were required, individually, to identify issues, determine questions
of fact, law or professional ethics, firstly role-playing an assistant secretary and later,
as the study unfolded, more senior roles up to and including that of a permanent
secretary. As Robert regularly returned to the ministry to copy the latest contents,
the training materials would grow. Different aspects would then be discussed or
memoranda written by the trainees who, a few days later, would be able to see the
decision that was actually taken by an officer dealing with the actual file and the
way he presented the facts or wrote a letter dealing with a problem. The trainees
could hardly wait to see the next instalment and discover the extent to which their
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own analysis or solution to a problem agreed with or differed from that which the
official actually involved had dealt with the matter.!

The second innovation that Robert brought to the Advanced Public
Administration Courses was the District Development Projects (DDDPs). Since these
courses were only six months in length, they had to be highly selective in subjects
taught, as well as intense. It was essential that the DDPs be as practical as possible.
Prior to their introduction to the syllabus, the training of the administrative officers
had comprised economic theory, natural resources, planning, statistics and the
development of Kenya’s economy. These had been studied in lectures, with end-
of-course projects that did not last more than a week and were usually confined to
single topics. These projects were exercises in observation rather than analysis and
did not require thinking in-depth or decision-taking on the scale that would be
required of the officers when taking up their posts in the provincial administration
or a ministry.

The end-of-course project exercise was taken out of the programme and, in its
place, three weeks were devoted to the DDP. It required the cooperation of almost
all the departments in central government, with experts in government budgetary
policy, survey, forestry, agricultural settlement, aspects of veterinary science and
animal husbandry coming to lecture and answer questions at the KIA. They and
their departments were also available for visits by the course members to obtain
information and statistics about the district on which their DDP was to be based.

The main purpose of the DDP was to enable course members to confront the
problems of rural development and stimulate them to discuss, decide on and draw
up detailed plans for development. In many important respects, the DDPs were
precursors to Rapid Rural Appraisal, which Robert promoted later (Chambers,
1981b). Since course members knew that they would have to undertake the DDP at
the end of the course, it gave them incentive to learn as much as they could during
sessions earlier in the programme. The DDP required the participants to consult
and dig information out of files, to ask the right questions, to obtain and analyse
statistics, to work in committees, draft estimates and write reports. All this in two
days preparation at the KIA, followed by 12 days of safari, living under canvas
with foot safaris often in difficult country and a final four days back at the KIA
analysing data, discussing with colleagues, and writing reports often late into the
evenings. This required significant mental and physical stamina. It was, for most
of the participants, the first time that they had been put under such pressure, but
it definitely challenged and excited them.

The safari element was preceded by a flight with the Kenya Air Force in a
Beverly aircraft in which the Canadian Air Force were instructing Kenya pilots and
navigators. This included a pass at 5000ft (1524m) over the district chosen for the
DDP and then at 500ft (152m) so that the course members had a bird’s-eye view of
the type of country they would be visiting and planning for. This was a wonderful
way to start the safari element of the DDP and illustrates the flair that Robert had
for organizing training that would be relevant, practical, challenging and exc:iting.2
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The courses were also highly influential. As Robert would later recall: ‘For better or
worse these were probably the most influential six months of my life (several on the
courses were permanent secretaries in under two years)’ (Chambers, 2005¢, p70).

Working with Robert opened my eyes to the fact that the best training is that
which engages the learner as much as possible, in areas that are directly relevant
to his or her needs. With reference to public administration and development,
Robert’s case studies, their content and the way he used them and the DDPs did
those things and, importantly, his methodology motivated the course members
to a degree that I have never observed elsewhere. He was a real role model for the
consummate trainer.

COMMUNICATING WITH CLARITY

I should also mention his writing that, like his training methods, has influenced
me greatly. Firstly, the succinctness of his writing, of which one of his earliest
publications, Managing Rural Development: ldeas and Experience from East
Africa (Chambers, 1974), is a good example. Too many academic text books are
unnecessarily long and are written in a style that overemphasizes the complexity
of a subject. Robert is a communicator who writes in a direct, simple style, which
makes it relatively easy for his reader to understand what he is trying to say.

Too many of my own students, many of them with considerable experience in
development administration, were dismayed to find that they could not understand
the gobbledegook written by some academics. Robert’s writing has always stressed
the practical aspects of his subject and its most critical elements, namely the human
being in the process of implementation and the local inhabitant, especially the rural
peasant farmer, as the recipient.

A TEAM PLAYER

During our time at the KIA, Robert lived in a small house on the KIA campus,
about 100 yards from where I lived with my wife, down the hill below some
maize shambas. I can remember sitting on his verandah, drinking Tusker beer and
discussing the dilemmas of development. Should land usage by-laws, for example,
be used to enforce bench terracing of steep land if used for agriculture? Was fencing
the Maasai pasturelands necessary to control disease and thereby improve native
livestock? We agreed that, in the long term, development efforts were for the benefit
of the indigenous people and, therefore, we should continue to be involved in them.

Not only was Robert a thoughtful colleague, and a good partner in such
debates, as well as an inspiring trainer and writer, but he was also an excellent
colleague and team player. For example, as a renowned climber he had helped
a Kenyan African to the top of Mount Kenya to place a beacon at the break of
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Independence Day. He was also, it should be noted, a highly valued member of
the KIA staff volleyball team! He was, in addition, a committed colleague, always
sensitive to the needs and feelings of others. Two examples come to mind: firstly,
when the post of Vice-Principal at the KIA was advertised he came to tell me that
he would be applying. He suspected, quite rightly, that I would also be applying
and he did not wish me to feel that he had been in any way disloyal to me, since
I had been at the KIA slightly longer than him. A second occasion was when he
sent me a photocopy of an advertisement from the Daily Telegraph of a post at
Manchester University that he thought I might be interested in. Although I had
not been looking for work in the UK, I had seen through the transition to an
African colleague as head of the Department of Public Administration, and I was
ready to move on.

It was therefore Robert’s initiative that led to me spending the last 30 years of
my working life as a trainer of people from developing countries at Manchester
University, where the inspiration and enthusiasm, as well as the training approaches,
that were developed by Robert in Kenya lived on.

NOTES

1 There was much more in the value of this approach to the use of case studies than can be
gleaned from this brief description, see Chambers (1964) for a proper understanding
of the innovation and its value.

2 A comprehensive description of the DDP and why Robert devised it, can be found in
Fuller and Chambers (1965).
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Participation in International Aid

Rosalind Eyben

INTRODUCTION

I first heard of Robert Chambers in 1978, when I was employed in Sudan in a
monitoring and evaluation (M&E) role in a United Nations (UN) non-formal
education and skills training programme. My first task had been to design and
implement a complicated and logistically burdensome, large-scale, random
sample, baseline household survey of the ‘target population’. Other than for the
street-traders, who used the completed schedules to make paper cones for selling
groundnuts, the survey proved to be completely useless.

When lamenting on the pointlessness of this exercise to a UN colleague, he
passed me a paper ‘Project selection for poverty-focused rural development: Simple
is optimal’. In it I read that, ‘any evaluation of a method of project appraisal should
be based not on its appearance, nor on the theory of how it should be applied, but
on what happens in practice’ (Chambers, 1978, p212). This gave me the courage
to stand up to my project manager and say ‘no more surveys. I wrote to Robert
about how much his paper had inspired me to trust my own judgement about
what was relevant and feasible. His encouraging response and interest in what I
was doing sharply contrasted with the indifference my head office showed to the
participatory approaches I was beginning to experiment with.

A decade later, when I started working as a social development adviser to
the British Overseas Development Administration — now the Department for
International Development (DFID)! — Robert’s keen support and wise counsel
was a refreshing difference from that of many of the other development academics
I was meeting who made me feel as if I were someone with no ideas or knowledge
worthy of consideration: I was just a practitioner, or worse, a boring civil servant.
At academic conferences, I felt like a tolerated intruder in an alien environment.
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In contrast, I gladly accepted invitations to workshops that Robert organized at the
Institute of Development Studies (IDS); there I felt welcome as a full participant
in a space that I was invited to help construct.

The quality of Robert’s relationship with staff in international aid agencies
is important for understanding his influence in encouraging such agencies to
adopt more participatory ways of working. He saw us as champions and agents of
institutional change; his encouragement, respect and interest in what we were doing
made us ever keener to live up to his aspirations. In return, we were enthusiastic
about funding him and his colleagues to take this work forward. As a result of
Robert having inspired and encouraged internal champions of participation, many
of the approaches and activities described in the different chapters in this book
were financed by donor agencies. What this chapter aims to do is briefly trace the
history of participation as an idea in international aid, with a focus on, but not
exclusive reference to, British aid.

‘PARTICIPATION’ IN INTERNATIONAL AID

That same colleague who introduced me to Robert’s work also told me about
community participation as the ‘new’ development idea, a notion that arrived
in DFID in the early 1980s.? It was then that Britain began financing slum
improvement projects in India with money earmarked for poverty reduction —
unique in British aid at that time. Elsewhere, Britain did very few ‘direct poverty
reducing projects’ with local communities (Wilmshurst et al, 1992) thus, it was in
India that the ministry’s two social development advisers had the best chance of
making a case for community participation, using the argument that it gave a greater
sense of ownership and therefore commitment to maintaining the investment.

In 1987, soon after I joined DFID, I became enthused to introduce participatory
approaches to a large agricultural extension project it was considering funding in
eastern India. I proposed to invite Robert to run a workshop in 1988 for the
extension wing of the Hindustan Fertilizer Corporation (HFC), which was to be
the project implementing agency. As I noted in my office daybook, my economist
colleague agreed, provided Robert’s visit ‘does not challenge the project’s underlying
assumptions’. The positive reaction from the HFC encouraged Robert to approach
DFID to co-finance — with the Ford Foundation and the Aga Khan Foundation —a
secondment for two years at the Administrative Staff College of India, Hyderabad
(1989-1991) and it was that same colleague from the India programme team who
strongly supported the idea and found the money from that team’s budget. It was
during Robert’s time at Hyderabad that Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) really
took off in India (see Chapter 23) and, among other outcomes, became a standard
requirement in projects financed by British aid.

The aim of the HFC project was ‘to develop a replicable and low-cost farmer
participatory approach for agricultural development in rain fed farming areas



PARTICIPATION IN INTERNATIONAL AID 61

of India’. (ODA, 1987, p1) This was a dramatic shift from the ‘laboratory to
land’ approach of agricultural extension in irrigated regions that Britain had
been previously financing. The DFID agricultural adviser I was working with
was convinced that the new approach was more effective in reducing poverty,
but many of his colleagues were highly sceptical, particularly when I sought to
introduce a similar shift to agricultural projects in Africa. Invited to make a case
for participation to the DFID Natural Resources Advisers’ annual conference, I
took with me the newly published Farmer First: Farmer Innovation and Agricultural
Research (Chambers, Pacey and Thrupp, 1989a) and that evening in the conference
bar persuaded 70 happy natural resources advisers to buy a copy.

DFID was a relative latecomer to participation. By the early 1980s it was already
awell-established buzzword in Swedish aid, although participation champions were
still a ‘marginal minority’ (Cornwall, 2009, p12). Looking for ways to mainstream
participation in the Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency
(Sida), those champions at head office, particularly Gunilla Olsson, decided to
work with like-minded staff in the World Bank — an increasingly influential actor
in the aid system — in the hope that if Sida senior management saw that the World
Bank took participation seriously, they would be convinced to follow likewise. Sida
funded a four-year participatory learning group at the World Bank (Bhatnagar and
Williams, 1992; World Bank, 1996) and Robert threw in his support behind the
group’s work.

By now ‘participation’ was benefiting from the sudden collapse of communism
in Eastern Europe. This had led to an enthusiasm within official aid agencies
for ‘civil society’ and ‘democracy’, buzzwords largely absent from aid discourse
until then. Increased evidence of the negative impact of structural adjustment
programmes also helped poverty reduction creep up aid agencies’ agendas, along
with increased financing of international non-governmental organizations (NGOs)
— perceived to be better able to work at the community level than official aid
agencies. NGOs in turn began to have a stronger policy influence, as typified by
the NGO working group set up by the World Bank in the early 1990s.

In 1991, DFID’s Asia Programme Director Richard Manning (who subsequently
became chair of the Development Assistance Committee of the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development, OECD) had already decided that
‘community participation’ was sufficiently important for it to be the subject of
the staff annual retreat, partly in response to strong criticisms from Oxfam of the
forestry projects British aid was financing in India. Oxfam — through John Clark,
then head of Oxfam’s policy advocacy unit and later at the World Bank’s NGO Unit
— asked for a meeting with the permanent secretary to lobby for an organization-
wide policy process on participation, similar to the World Bank’s learning group.

This most helpful intervention led to senior management agreeing that social
development advisers could establish something similar, albeit more low-key,
in the department, kicking off a three-year process of our developing an official
line on participation. The policy note that I drafted — that was, with many
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amendments, eventually cleared with senior management in 1994 — emphasized
that ‘participation contributes to the chances of our aid being effective and
sustainable’. It argued that participation is, ‘more effective because, in drawing
on a wide range of interested parties, the prospects for appropriate project design
and commitment to achieving objectives is likely to be maximized ... It is more
sustainable because people are more likely to be committed to carrying on the
activity after aid stops, and more able to do so given that participation itself helps
develop skills and confidence’ (ODA, 1995a).

My boss strongly advised me that the note had to emphasize that ‘participation’
was just a means to a developmental end. It could not be understood as an end
in itself. Thus the language of ‘rights’, including the ‘right to participate’, had to
be put on hold until the Labour government was elected in 1997. Nevertheless,
I was successful in keeping in the text an understanding of power, conflict and
contestation as an aspect of participation.

Notions of community participation and bottom-up development chimed
well with the prevailing Thatcherite ideology of rolling back the state. Our policy
note also borrowed from the World Bank the concept of the ‘stakeholder’, a
private sector term in vogue at the time and one the World Bank opted to use in
determining a definition of participation as ‘a process through which stakeholders
influence and share development initiatives and the decisions and resources which
affect them’ (World Bank, 1996, p3). In 1994, I attended a meeting of the World
Bank’s learning group where this definition was hotly debated, particularly the
decision to reject the concept of ‘primary’, as distinct from ‘secondary’, stakeholder
because it was not clear as to whether the World Bank’s primary stakeholders were
the governments to whom it lent money or the people — those in poverty — that
World Bank soft credit was meant to be helping. In London, however, I managed
to preserve in our policy note the idea that the participation of primary stakeholders
was ‘essential in projects expected to have a direct positive impact on defined groups
of people’ (ODA, 1995a). The note stressed several times the inequalities in power
relations that could exclude primary stakeholders from participating.

Our note described PRA as ‘the most commonly used method’ for enhancing
primary stakeholder participation’ and (shades of my experience in Sudan) that it
can often be a ‘more effective research method than the use of large-scale surveys’
(ODA, 1995a). Several DFID advisers had challenged the scientific basis of PRA,
but were sufficiently curious to ask me to invite Robert in to run an introductory
workshop for staff. He duly arrived in an old pair of trousers, sandals, a sweater
tied around his waist and several large rolls of paper under his arm. I tried to keep a
cheerful face as I internally agonized over his scruffy appearance and absence of suit
and tie. As we went down to the training room, he dropped his papers in the corridor
and then scurried after them as they rolled away to arrive at the feet of a bemused
deputy permanent secretary, who was accustomed to refer to social development
advisers and their ilk as ‘the sandals and beard brigade’. But the training room was
packed with enthusiastic staff from a variety of disciplinary backgrounds.
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Although DFID had picked up participation later than its Swedish or
Swiss counterparts, the growing cadre of in-house social development advisers
directly assigned to country programmes, with participation as one of their three
responsibilities (along with gender and direct poverty reduction), may have allowed
‘participation’ to become a more routine practice than in other aid agencies. By
the middle of the 1990s, social development advisers were playing a leading role
in designing many projects as a process rather than following the conventional
blueprint based on the assumption that change can be engineered — if we do A,
‘B” will always follow. The process project, on the other hand, was designed on
the assumption of ‘the impossibility of anyone’s ever achieving a full grasp of the
relevant complexities of society compels action in ignorance’ (Lindblom, 1992,
p219). The process project was intrinsically participatory; intended beneficiaries,
experts, officials and others were encouraged to learn together and to deliberate
on what they wanted to do next (ODA, 1995b)

How much was this a pipe dream? By 1994, when it was going through its
last round of redrafting, the department’s policy note comments that PRA has its
drawbacks.

Communities are not monolithic and people may have very differing
views on the issues and problems confronting them. While those carrying
out PRA will certainly be aware of the necessity to gain access to the
views of less advantaged groups, such as women and ethnic minorities,

they may find this very difficult. (ODA, 1995a).

In writing this, I had been influenced by the views of David Mosse (1994), who
was then working as a consultant to a rain-fed farming project in western India.
In his subsequent research into this project, he argues that genuine participatory
deliberation would have required challenging relations of power and authority,
whereas in order for the project to exist it actually re-confirmed existing structures
of power, as much within the aid agency, as in the villages where it was working
(Mosse, 2005).

In the end, Mosse retreats slightly from this gloomy conclusion to suggest
that participatory approaches introduced by the project did, despite everything
‘produce new visions, new potential to defend interests or demand accountability
and to open up liberating spaces beyond the control of the project’ (Mosse, 2005,
p239), even if many of these changes were not those specifically anticipated in the
project design.

PARTICIPATORY POVERTY ASSESSMENTS

While participatory approaches were becoming mainstreamed in many aid-
financed projects, the negative impact on people in poverty of donor-inspired
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structural adjustment policies led to a growing interest among social development
advisers to have an influence on policy as well as project design. An informal
international Social Development Advisers’ Network (SDAN) was established in
the early 1990s by Swedish, Dutch and British social anthropologists working in
their respective aid ministries® to encourage development agencies to be aware of
and respond to the societal context of their policies and programmes to support
participatory development processes. One of our aims was to work with like-
minded colleagues within the World Bank to enhance its capacity to integrate an
understanding of poverty into its country policy work. In response to the critiques
from The United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), NGOs and others, in 1991
the World Bank had established operational guidelines for undertaking poverty
analysis and the SDAN put pressure on the World Bank to undertake these analyses
not only with quantitative but also qualitative and participatory research methods.
In 1992, a British social development adviser, Andy Norton, was seconded to the
World Bank to help them do this, and he took the lead in developing what came
to be known as Participatory Poverty Assessments (PPAs).

In November of that year Norton — with Paul Francis, a social development
consultant to the World Bank — put forward a proposal for doing the first PPA in
Ghana (Norton and Francis, 1992). This drew extensively on Robert’s approaches
to understanding poverty, summarized PRA methods and discussed the challenges
of using such methods not at the project level but for shaping national policy. By
1998, 43 out of the 98 poverty assessments carried out by the World Bank included
PPAs (Norton et al, 2001). As had happened with the spread of PRA, concerns
began to emerge about what was happening to quality as a result of such rapid
uptake, and in 2001, Norton and others published A Rough Guide to Participatory
Poverty Assessments: An Introduction to Theory and Practice to maintain ‘the integrity
of the process’ (Norton et al, 2001). The guide also stresses that PPAs are essentially
extractive, largely justified in terms of their ability to influence policy outcomes
rather than giving ‘poor people the capacity to take control of decision-making
processes’ (Norton et al, 2001, p17). Robert had already commented:

PPAs and PRA approaches and methods are not panaceas. They do,
though, present new opportunities for policy influence on behalf of
those normally excluded. They can bring poor people and policy-makers
together in new ways. They can present realities in visual diagrams with
a new credibility. To the question “Whose Voice Counts? they have
shown that the answer can be, more than before, the voices of those

previously unheard. (Chambers, 1997a, p1747)

Donor governments were listening to the argument that the voices of the poor
mattered. In Sweden, the government was developing a new global cooperation
policy with two cross-cutting principles relating to human rights and ‘the perspectives
of poor people’ (Government of Sweden, 2003, p61). The secretary to the drafting



PARTICIPATION IN INTERNATIONAL AID 65

committee was the same social development adviser, Gunilla Olsson, who had been
instrumental in financing the World Bank’s participatory learning group. As part of
our efforts to influence international development perspectives on poverty, in 1999
it was she and I who recommended that our agencies should finance the World
Bank’s most ambitious PPA exercise as part of its preparation for the 2000-2001
World Development Report (WDR) on Poverty (World Bank, 2001).

The World Banks original proposal was to conduct a participatory consultation
with ‘the poor’ in a very large number of countries and to turn the findings
into ambitious aggregated sets of numbers. Norton, then in the DFID head
office, advised on how to make this something that more genuinely reflected the
participatory philosophy of the initial PPAs. But how to ensure that the World
Bank would stick to these quality guidelines? The solution was to ask Robert and
his colleagues at IDS to act as technical advisers to the process, providing them
with a separate contract from DFID to ensure their independence from the World
Bank (see Chapter 8). Gunilla Olsson agreed to this strategy and, as DFID and
Sida were the only two donors willing to fund, the World Bank reluctantly agreed
to reducing the size of the proposal down to 23 countries and to have IDS as an
autonomous member of the Voices of the Poor team.

Robert however, was no more enthusiastic than the World Bank about this
arrangement and hesitated for some time before agreeing to accept the arrangement,
despite Andy Norton’s and my efforts to persuade him. His subsequent self-critical
reflections about this experience in relation to how power and knowledge distorts
and deceives (Chambers, 2002a) are ones that I am still struggling to learn.

I began to appreciate them particularly when working for DFID in Bolivia,
using my power as a donor to encourage others to implement participatory
methods. Participation could indeed be the ‘new tyranny’ (Cooke and Kothari,
2001), unintentionally contributing to strengthening rather than subverting
development agencies’ power to set the policy agendas in aid-recipient countries.
Robert was, however, well aware of the hidden effects of power that donors exercise
through their insistence on participation. This dilemma reveals the kind of paradox
that international aid practititioners struggle with on a daily basis.

Meanwhile, the WDR in 2000-2001 reflected donors’ wider interest in poverty
reduction as the central objective of aid, with PRAs as the principal instrument
for achieving this. Such strategies had to be ‘owned’ by the country, not just by
the government concerned and thus, central to the guidance for developing such
a strategy was the notion of ‘broad-based participation’. An IDS Policy Briefing
stressed that ‘ensuring a high level of participation in the PRSP [Poverty Reduction
Strategy Paper| process is vital’ but noted that the challenges in relation to this
were very significant (McGee, 2000, p4).

Nevertheless, at the turn of the new millennium, it seemed as if participatory
approaches and methods had been accepted by the international aid system as
fundamental, not only to appreciating and responding to poor people’s realities
but also for enabling them to shape governments’ and donors’ policies.
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A TIRED BUZZWORD?

Ten years later, participation has not gone away. Today a PPA has become a standard
tool financed by donors to encourage developing country governments to use it as
integral to their poverty reduction/national development strategies. Meanwhile,
internal advocates for participatory approaches — social development advisers
and others — had switched to the language of rights, itself now becoming very
unfashionable, or to citizenship, which still has some impetus behind it.

Participation appears to have become a rather tired buzzword in a world where
donors are preoccupied by other issues, such as effective states and security. And
donor’s and recipient governments’ revived enthusiasm for economic growth as the
key development objective recently led a senior official from a recipient government
ministry of finance, someone who had played a leading role in supporting the
introduction of PPAs into her country, to remark that her government has ‘done
enough of poverty. Now we are into wealth creation.’

Donor enthusiasm for participation started in the days of them funding and
being actively involved in local development projects of the kind that the British
department for international aid was supporting in the urban slums and rain-fed
farming areas of India (described earlier in this chapter). As donors became more
interested in influencing the overall policy agenda and devised new aid instruments
— such as general budget support — to do so, participation followed suit and, for a
brief time, appeared to be making a real difference to how donors went about their
task. Whether that is still the case is open to question. The new aid instruments
and the exigencies of donor coordination required by the Paris Declaration on Aid
Effectiveness have led to donor staff being trapped in the capital city (Chambers,
2006a) and they rarely make field visits to learn about the realities of poverty.

But if people become invisible, you stop worrying about whether or not their
voice is heard and their knowledge counts. Thus donor staff have to be persuaded
to leave their offices through immersions and other means (Irvine et al, 2006; also
Chapter 27) so that participation begins to matter again in Aid land.

NOTES

1 For ease of reference, I shall henceforth refer to the British aid ministry as DFID,
although it only assumed that name and full cabinet status in 1997.

2 I subsequently discovered that, in its aid to the Caribbean region, DFID had been
supporting small-scale community participation initiatives since colonial times.
However, it was discovered anew on a much bigger scale in the slum upgrading
projects that DFID financed in India from the early 1980s, building on the basic
urban services approach of the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEEF).

Gunilla Olsson, Joan Boer and myself over dinner in Gunilla’s flat in Stockholm.

[S8}

4 Spoken from the podium of an international donor conference that I attended.
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Power and Participation

John Gaventa'

EMPOWERED PARTICIPATION

As a word, power has been almost taboo. Yet, power is everywhere.
Considering development without power and relationships is like
analysing irrigation without considering water and its distribution.
(Chambers, 2005a, p207)

It was about 1996. I had just joined the Institute of Development Studies (IDS)
to work as a newly recruited Fellow on participatory methods. I had met Robert
Chambers many years before, when he was working with the Ford Foundation in
Delhi in 1984. I had visited IDS both then and in 1989 as a Visiting Fellow. But
the worlds of Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) and Participatory Learning and
Action (PLA) were still a bit new to me. My work on power, participation and
participatory methods of research until that time had been mainly in poor parts of the
US (Gaventa, 1982), not in the fields of international development, and had drawn
mainly from other traditions of participatory action research (Horton et al, 1990),
not those about which I was to learn so much in 15 years of working with Robert.
Robert had invited me to join him for a workshop with the Swiss Agency
for Development and Cooperation (SDC) — which had at the time agreed to
support the growing work at IDS on participation. We travelled together to an
old castle, now a hotel, nestled on the side of a Swiss mountain. That was the
first time I saw Robert in action. By the end of the event, the hotel walls were
covered with newsprint. Aid bureaucrats, at first a bit stiff, were on their hands and
knees, drawing pictures and sorting coloured cards. And, in the grand finale, the
Director General, who came to give a speech and to take questions from workshop
participants, was persuaded — following Robert’s example — to lie on his back on
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the floor, dressed in his suit and tie, and to listen to his several dozen assembled
staff from this repose, rather than to speak from the podium.

It was an encounter I will never forget, and the story still circulates as legend
among some within the SDC. This was not only a participatory event, but also a
transformative moment for some of those involved. Over the years in working with
Robert, I have seen many similar moments. What I have come to understand and
respect is that behind the techniques of brilliant workshop facilitation are deeply
held ideas and beliefs about the nature of participation and how power relations
have to change in order to enable genuine participation to occur.

Robert’s ideas on participation are well known, but with the commitment
to participation comes a commitment to empowerment, and to changing power
relations for empowered participation to occur. While ideas of power and
empowerment have been recurring and enduring in Robert’s work, I want to
suggest that they have become even more predominant in recent years. Focusing
on the ideas of power and participation, I want to highlight six themes that recur
throughout Robert’s work.

THE POWER OF METHOD

It is an old adage that *knowledge is power’. In an era of ‘soft power’? where discourse,
words, framing and image travel so quickly, the power of knowledge is all the more
important (Gaventa and Cornwall, 2008). Robert’s work has long recognized this.
Not only shall the ‘last be first’, but they shall do so on their own terms. “Whose
reality counts?” is the critical question for development, and the answer is found in
the self-articulated reality of the marginalized and dispossessed, be they the rural
poor, farmers, those without sanitation, sex workers, the illiterate or many, many
others with whom Robert has chosen to work. In Robert’s work, while these multiple
forms of knowledge, which reflect the realities of the dispossessed, are critical to
expand the perspectives for professionals and policy-makers, even more important
is the power of participatory methodologies to generate this knowledge in the first
place. Participatory forms of diagramming, mapping, generating numbers, exploring
words are valuable not just to inform but to empower. Who creates knowledge —and
the process of its creation — is as important as what it is:

The question to ask, then, and repeatedly, is whose research is it?
Conducted by whom? For whom? And if the answer is ‘our’ research, for
us’to benefir them), it can always be asked — are there ways ‘they could
conduct the research or more of it, learn from and own the outcomes,
and be empowered to act on them? (Chambers, 2007a, p32)

Where the answers to the above lead to greater participation in the research process,
then:



POWER AND PARTICIPATION 69

[TThe resulting participatory methodologies . .. facilitate transformations
of power. They enable local people and lowers generally to appraise and
analyse the complexity and diversity of their realities. And beyond that
they can nurture critical awareness and action to transform power and
claim social justice. (Chambers, 2008a, p178)

THE POWER OF ‘UPPERS’

While participatory methodologies help to empower the ‘lowers’, critical also is the
transformation of the behaviour and attitudes of the ‘uppers’ — the development
professionals, bureaucrats or academics whose knowledge, behaviour and attitudes
affect those with less power. ‘Uppers’ are trapped in their own power and privilege
that radically affect how they see the world around them. In his earlier work,
Robert used this idea in relationship to how ‘uppers’ failed to understand rural
poverty, due to their innate biases — be they urban, professional, male, seasonal or
‘tarmac’ based. In later work, the concepts themselves are used to elicit people’s
own understandings of who the uppers and lowers are in their own lives — and thus
become more fluid and eclectic. In 2009, for instance, Robert described a workshop
in Egypt where he asked participants to brainstorm ‘upper-lower’ and ‘lower-upper’
relationships, and ended up with some 30 or 40 of them (Chambers, 2009¢). This
in itself is part of Robert’s participatory approach to power. While power relations
are important — who holds power is not fixed in preset categories, but grows
from people’s own perceptions. Since power is about perception, power can also
be challenged and changed: “That the relationships are not only very widespread
emerges together with the recognition that relationships are often nuanced, full of
subtleties and even reversible’ (Chambers, 2009¢, p1).

Thus, concepts of ‘uppers’ and ‘lowers’ in Robert’s work are not only descriptive
ones but are also fundamental to his theory of change. Change happens partially
when lowers articulate their own analysis through participatory methodologies,
but it also requires uppers themselves to change through ‘reversals’ of their own
attitudes and behaviour:

From planning, issuing orders, transferring technology and supervising,
they shift from convening, facilitating, searching for what people
need and supporting. From being teachers they become facilitators of
learning. They seck out the poorer and weaker, bring them together,
and enable them to conduct their own appraisal and analysis, and take
their own action. The dominant uppers ‘hand over the stick’, sit down,

listen, and themselves learn. (Chambers, 1995b, p34)

Robert does not just preach this notion — he impressively and constantly tries to
model such reversals in his own work, just as when he was trying to get the SDC
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Director General to do by lying on the ground to listen to his staff, who at least
spatially and temporarily physically became ‘uppers’ over him.

THE POWER OF SCALE: MOVING FROM THE
PERSONAL TO THE INSTITUTIONAL

When I first joined the then-emerging participation group at IDS, PRA/PLA were
rapidly spreading. New networks of PRA practitioners were developing in dozens
of countries; new applications and methods were emerging almost daily; workshops
were being held with professionals and practitioners on the Attitude and Behaviour
Changes (ABCs) of participation (see Chapter 29). But what was less clear to me
and others was how these approaches, that developed largely at the local or project
level, could lead to larger-scale changes in policies and institutions. For many non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) and participation activists, the solution of
the day was to mainstream participation and participatory methods into policy
processes and into the organizational cultures of places such as national ministries,
the World Bank, even the International Monetary Fund (IMF). Among the first
IDS workshops I attended were two that focused on how to ‘institutionalize’
participation in development and on how to link participatory research to policy
change. As Robert wrote with excitement at the time:

For us — development professionals in whatever roles, the sort of people
who will have a chance to read this book — this is a good time to be
alive. Much that we have believed has proved wrong; and a new agenda
is fast taking form. (Chambers, 1998, pxiii)

Within this new agenda, ‘participation has become a central theme in development’
(Chambers, 1998, pxiii). For those of us on the team, they were indeed exciting
times. Participatory Poverty Assessments (PPAs) were being used to inform poverty
policies for the first time, especially in places such as Uganda and South Africa
and an Inter-agency Learning Group on Participation was being convened by
multilateral and bilateral agencies (see Chapter 7). For Robert, the power of going
to scale was critical. While there would be trade-offs over quality and quantity, he
reminded us, having some positive effect on millions of people might bring about
more positive change than having higher quality participation but with fewer
people. For this to happen, we had to engage with mainstream and large-scale
institutions.

The opportunity to test this assertion came when IDS, led by Robert, was
invited to work with the World Bank to lead the “Voices of the Poor’ exercise as
background for its World Development Report (WDR) 2000-2001. The result
was a massive exercise, involving participatory poverty research in 23 countries,
and involving some 20,000 people.
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I can remember vividly the meeting of our team’s International Advisory
Group on whether to engage in this project. For many, there were great risks in
doing so. How could the methods be scaled up without becoming extractive or co-
opted? For others, who had long argued for the importance of using participation
to influence policy-makers and processes, this was an opportunity that could
not be ignored. From a basement room of a nearby university, in one of the first
video conferences in which we had participated, a group of our southern partners
interrogated representatives of the World Bank about what our role in the project
would be. After two days of deliberation, we encouraged Robert to take up the
invitation and lead the team.

The resulting process and series of studies are now widely documented and I
will not dwell upon them here (see, for example, Chambers, 2002a). But at the
risk of generalization, I think that this experience of bringing methods to power
began a subtle shift in Robert’s own writing about power and what was required
to change it. I will list these emerging themes below as the power of power, the
webs of powerlessness and finally the power to empower.

THE POWER OF POWER

As discussed above, while Robert had long written about the power of ‘uppers’,
who held biases of professional and privilege, this was and continues to be seen
largely in personal terms. In the World Bank project, to be consistent with Robert’s
philosophy it was absolutely critical not only that the ‘the voices of the poor’ gave
new perspectives to the powerful, but that the powerful reflected on what these
perspectives meant for their own behaviour, both individually and collectively.
Robert argued strenuously for a Chapter 12 of the WDR that would focus on
the power of the powerful themselves and would ‘confront the issues of power,
and the professional, institutional and personal commitment and change needed
for the recommendations of the WDR to bite and make a difference in the real,
messy world” (Chambers, 2001, p305). Moreover, such an approach would go
beyond only personal change, though that was still critical, to broader institutional
change that would involve ‘decentering and decontrolling for democratic diversity,
transforming top-down hierarchies of domination into cultures of participatory
interaction which empower’ (Chambers, 2001, p305).

When these arguments were ignored, Robert’s views on the ‘power of the
powerful’ began to take a stronger tone, moving from a focus on the personal
biases of the ‘uppers’, which could change through learning and reversals, to a
more structural view, in which the personal was deeply linked to the institutional.
Writing about the failure of the World Bank to be reflective about its own power, he
wrote: ‘By calling Christmas vegetarian, the powerful turkeys survive’ (Chambers,
2001, p304). And further, ‘more generally and seriously, I believe that extreme
power is disabling, and that the World Bank and the IMF are victims of their
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power’ (Chambers, 2001, p305). He suggested then, and continued to argue in
later writing that the WDR of 2010 should focus not on the poor:

But to achieve large-scale good change, the rich and powerful appear a
higher priority for study and transformation. And I would argue that
the World Development Report 2010 should be not about poverty but
abour wealth, not about the poor and powerless and their transformation
but about the rich and powerful and theirs. (Chambers, 2007a, p13)

THE WEBS OF POWERLESSNESS

While the power of the World Bank to extract from, yet not to reflect upon,
such a large-scale participatory exercise was perhaps a sobering reminder to the
participation enthusiasts, the analysis within Crying Out for Change: Voices of the
Poor, one of the key volumes which Robert helped to co-author, marked another
important shift (Narayan et al, 2000). While in the past, Robert had written a
great deal about the multidimensional understanding of poverty, here there is a
shift to a more political view. The multidimensionality is not only of poverty but
of powerlessness, and the solution not only knowledge but action:

[T]he dimensions combine to create and sustain powerlessness, a lack of
freedom of choice and action. Each dimension can cause or compound
the others. Not all apply all the time or in every case, but many apply
much of the time. For those caught in multiple deprivations, escape is a
struggle. (Narayan et al, 2000, p2)

Using the visualizations with which he is so brilliant, since the study, Robert
has often returned to this web of powerlessness, which links deprivations of
livelihood, place, body, gender, social relations, security, behaviour, institutions,
organizations and capabilities into a much more holistic and systemic picture than
when taken separately or individually. In turn, challenging such interlocking webs
of powerlessness means more than particular tools or methods through which the
poor express their reality. It is not only about how they become agents of their own
knowledge, but agents of their own futures more broadly: ‘If development is good
change, agency and power are the key to development’ (Chambers, 2005a, px).

THE POWER TO EMPOWER

While development is thus about the agency and power of the powerless themselves,
even in his post-“Voices of the Poor’ work, Robert remains consistent about the
important role of the powerful in enabling the agency of the relatively powerless
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to emerge. While in the 1990s, with the focus on methods, Robert’s emphasis on
‘handing over the stick’ became a well-known metaphor for how researchers and
facilitators gave up control to listen to and learn from others, in the post-2000
period, this concept is increasingly phrased as the ‘power to empower’, which
enabled others to act for change. Drawing on the commonly used framework of
‘power to, ‘power over’, power with’ and ‘power within’, Robert converts the notion
of ‘power over’, which is often presented in a negative way, to a more positive one,
which can be used to enable the ‘power to’ for others: ‘More often than commonly
recognised, power over can be used to transform power in ways which are not
zero sum, with losers, but win-win, in which all gain. For power over also brings
power to empower (Chambers, 2007b, p123). ‘By becoming aware of their own
power’, he writes elsewhere, the powerful can ‘open up spaces for those who are
poor and excluded to act and claim their rights’ (Chambers and Pettit, 2004,
p158), for example, to realize their agency. And in giving up their power over, the
powerful gain their own freedom as well: ‘A paradox of power is the win-win that
all can gain when those with power over liberate themselves by empowering others’
(Chambers, 2008a, p153).

While the view of power as a win—win game may seem hopelessly optimistic
to some realists and students of ‘hard power’, for those of us who have had the
privilege of accompanying Robert on this journey, we have personally seen how
strongly he holds to this philosophy not only in theory but also in his everyday
practice. Whether in the classroom or in workshops, in the field or in his own
team at IDS, he has sought constantly to ‘hand over the stick’ to others, and to
use his own power as a leading development thinker to empower others. Though
I am perhaps a bit less optimistic about the chances of persuading the powerful to
use their power to empower others, as a (somewhat) junior colleague of Robert’s
for almost 15 years, I have also experienced how enabling, inspiring and indeed
empowering it has been to be a recipient of this philosophy in practice. Maybe what
Robert calls the ‘power to empower’ is best exemplified by his incredible humility,
generosity and human spirit — all attributes that most theories (and perhaps most
theorists) of power fail to capture.

NOTES

1 Many thanks to Ariel Safdie for her assistance in reviewing some of Robert Chambers’
work on power.

2 'The phrase ‘soft power’ gained currency with Joseph Nye’s well known book Soft
Power: The Means to Success in World Politics (Nye, 2004) and refers to the capacity
to obtain results through attraction and persuasion. For further discussion, see Lukes
(2007).
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Reframing Development

Andrea Cornwall

A statement is true, and a description or representation right, for a

world it fits. (Goodman, 1978, p132)

The philosopher Nelson Goodman’s insights into the ways in which words
make worlds resonates with the contributions that Robert Chambers has made
to development’s project of world-making through his creative and prolific
contributions to development’s lexicon. Goodman puts forward an argument
that is deeply dissonant with the epistemological orthodoxy in development
studies: that the existence of the world is dependent on conceptions of it. These
conceptions are what Goodman calls ‘world versions’. It follows, he argues, that
when we make world versions, we make worlds. There is no world independent of
these world versions, because when anyone is asked to describe the world, they do
so using concepts. Our worlds are, thus, dependent on our conceiving of them.
We make worlds by taking things apart and putting them back together again,
by categorizing, labelling and organizing: ‘through dividing wholes into parts,
kinds into subspecies, analysing complexes into component features, drawing
distinctions’ (Goodman, 1978, p7).

Reading Goodman brings into mind an image familiar to many of us who have
worked with Robert, of him hunched over uneven piles of brightly coloured cards,
which are being sorted and re-sorted to tell stories about the worlds of those who
wrote or drew them. There is no room in this image for any judging of whether
those stories are correct or false; they are simply versions, each in themselves
valuable and valued, right for the worlds they fit. There is much of what delighted
Robert about PRA that embodies that process of making worlds that Goodman
describes. By creating their own versions, people reclaim the right to name their
own worlds as theirs, rather than having other people’s world versions forced
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upon them in the name of development. And by sifting and sorting, ranking and
scoring, using beans and counters, people analyse their worlds using the criteria
and distinctions that are meaningful to them and share those world versions with
each other.

From his memorable account of that which development practitioners simply
fail to see or notice in Rural Development: Putting the Last First (1983) to his
celebration of alternative constructions of reality to those of the development
mainstream in Whose Reality Counts? Putting the First Last (1997b), Robert’s
concern has been focused on the negotiation of power in the making of world
versions. In doing so, he offers a potent critique of much of what passes for
knowledge generation in the service of development. His vision for democratizing
that process opens up the possibilities of plural versions co-existing, and of situated
understandings that are necessarily as diverse as the positionalities of those who
hold them.

As liberating as it is subversive, Roberts perspective on knowledge comes to
resonate with an activist project of world-making in which the question whose
knowledge counts? — a question that he insistently continues to ask in all that he
does — comes to embody a fundamental challenge to development business as
usual. Through his intense and passionate interest in words and how they are used,
Robert’s writings have played a significant part in reframing the way in which
many of us come to understand a number of words in the development lexicon,
including ‘development’ itself.

In what follows, I look at some of the concepts that Robert has been involved in
elucidating and popularizing. I go on from this to take a closer look at the linguistic
strategies that Robert identifies in his own writings, and identify a series of tactics
that he has used in relation to particular words and phrases in development. I then
turn to explore some of the implications of Robert’s engagement with word-making
and world-making for the ways in which we conceive of development.

LANGUAGE MATTERS

In the preface to Rural Development: Putting the Last First, among the disclaimers
is the following: ‘Nor have I been able to resist, despite good advice, occasionally
having fun with language’ (1983, px). Language matters intensely to Robert. His
ideas are expressed in clear, clean English, never reduced to plodding simplicity,
but always immensely readable. He finds the linguistic smokescreen of normal
academic writing as irksome as the pretentions of some of those who produce
it. His poem ‘How to Impress Academic Colleagues’ mockingly urges the dull
academic to ‘Make your prose obscure/Never lucid, never pure’ as “The way to get
the upper hand/Is say what none can understand’; he goes on “You will never get
it wrong/If your sentences are long/What you write may make no sense/But lay it
on, be doubly dense’. The poem ends with a call to expose the egotism of academic
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writing: ‘Let’s challenge these writers to translate/Their texts and subtexts and to
state/In simple prose for all to see/Their meaning if meaning there be” (unpublished
poem, no date).

Robert is a writer who works hard at his art; he goes through many versions,
amending, reworking, striking out words and searching for replacements that are
as redolent or resonant as the work he wants them to do for him. His alliterations
are carefully constructed. So too are the allusions that enrich his prose. Combining
the shortest of sentences — sentences that have a breathless haste to them, a blast of
urgency rather than a sharp staccato — with words that weave colour and meaning
into even the tersest phrases, his writing is memorably accessible. It is deliciously
different from much else in the development studies field, in which it is uncommon
to find much that is so lively and evocative. What makes his work so good to read
is not only its clarity, but the mischief that can be found in every one of his books
— usually in the footnotes. Perhaps the dry, turgid technicalities of run-of-the-mill
development studies writing was a provocation to him to do things differently;
as likely an influence, I would imagine, is his abandoned doctoral study of the
American popular non-fiction writers whose texts sought to inspire success. What
Robert has is not only the capacity to turn a phrase, but also to spot those that
have the potential to turn heads and change mindsets.

In his paper, “Words, power and the personal in development’ (Chambers,
2005d), written for the International Language and Development Conference
in Addis Ababa, Robert is at his most explicit about the relationship between
words and power, or, as he puts it, how ‘words are used as part of a power play in
development’. He names four such ways:

* To legitimize action: he gives as an example the Paris Declaration on Aid
Effectiveness, where the words ‘partner’ and ‘partnership’ are used a staggering
96 times.

* To maintain dominance: here he talks of frequent changes in jargon leaving
people feeling as if they are behind, and how jargon is used to mask new
demands that are being made of aid’s recipients.

* To camouflage and conceal realities: here he gives the World Bank’s account
of itself as the example, citing the 2000-2001 World Development Report
(WDR) and its copious use of the word ‘donor’ — to the tune of more than
25 times the use of the word ‘loan’ — and the camouflaging of loans through
phrases such as ‘donor funds’, ‘aid money’, ‘resource flows’, and so on.

* To sanitize, stereotype or stigmatize: here his example of CNN coverage of the
Israeli occupation, with illegal Israeli settlements called ‘Jewish neighbourhoods’.

One well-used rhetorical device in development discourse is to attach adjectives
to words, to claim them for particular constituencies and discursive purposes.
In a 1997 World Development editorial that introduced a phrase that does this —
coupling the adjective ‘responsible’ with a term that is only now beginning to find
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some traction in development discourse, ‘well-being’ — Robert discusses three ways
in which this is done (Chambers, 1997a).

The first is to re-present concepts that have otherwise radical connotations
as if they were purely technical: he gives the example of primary stakeholders, an
apparently technical term that promises ‘putting the last first’. He notes how the
World Bank put a freeze on the concept, but how by then ‘it had escaped, and had
a life of its own’. Second, he notes, combinations can create disciplinary bridges.
He cites Capra, ‘like blinkers, the terms we adopt to express ourselves limit the
range of our view (Capra, 1996, p268), then, with typical optimism, turns
the negative into something out of which positive advantage can be taken, ‘put
positively, we can expand and alter our view and what we do by combining terms’
(Chambers, 1997a, p1745). Rather than berating those whose disciplinary blinkers
make it difficult for them to appreciate the human dimensions of development,
Robert suggests the addition of the word ‘human’ can help by ‘apply to people
the familiar language and concepts of numbers and things. So we have learned
to speak of human capital, human infrastructure, human resource development’
(Chambers, 1997a, p1745). Third, Robert suggests that combinations of words
can stimulate new thinking — starting off without clear definitions, opening a space
for exploration and generating meaning subsequently. He gives the example here
of ‘sustainable livelihoods’, which began as the title of a conference, caught on and
subsequently became an enormously productive term (Chambers and Conway,
1992; Scoones, 1998).

Robert’s lists of the ways in which combinations of words work are revealing.
The first list speaks to an analysis of the perverse dynamics of power in development
that emerges most tangibly in his poetry. It speaks of the strategies of the powerful,
the acts of legitimation, mystification, obfuscation and capture that maintain
hegemony. This reflects perhaps the brush with the World Bank that Robert
experienced during the “Voices of the Poor exercise, and that Gaventa (Chapter
8) suggests made him much more directly concerned with the perverse and
dominating effects of institutionalized power. His second list is quite different.
It speaks more to Robert’s own tactical engagement with development language.
Indeed, these three tactics represent in many ways what he has called ‘pedagogies
for the powerful’ — presenting radical ideas in technical guise so as better to enlist
institutions in taking them up, addressing disciplinary myopia through allusion
and the gentle suggestion that comes when words refashion the frames of what
can be thought, and leveraging terms whose vagueness provides discursive room
for new ideas to take shape. These tactics speak volumes about how he has sought
to engage the development establishment. Each is one of enlistment, extending
agreement, building consensus. None involve critique, confrontation or challenge.

Perhaps the best example of all three tactics being deployed at once is the
use that Robert and others have made of the additive qualities of ‘participatory’
when attached to just about anything — participatory development, participatory
technology development, participatory evaluation, participatory needs assessment,
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participatory planning, and the list goes on. Sometimes, the label ‘participatory’
can work to mark out, dignify, celebrate and incorporate a practice, as a kind of
‘hurrah’ word (White, 1996). At other times the term is no more than a colourful
garland; and the critiques aired in Participation: The New Tyranny? (Cooke and
Kothari, 2001) took aim precisely at the extent to which this word had come to be
abused. What was less evident in this critique was the extent to which the power
of attribution — in all its tokenism, for all its performative or therapeutic aspects
(Arnstein, 1969) — can open up the possibility for forms of practice that genuinely
break the mould. It is these possibilities that Robert celebrates. His use of the term
‘participatory’ becomes something that goes beyond strongly expressed desire for
things to be participatory: recognizing his own power to pronounce, much as he
would disavow it, his labelling things as ‘participatory’ can help to make them so.

WORDS OF POWER

The power of vocabulary to change how we think and what we do is
easy to underestimate. It influences the course of development in many
ways: through changing the agenda; through modifying mindsets;
through legitimating new actions; and through stimulating and focus-
ing research and learning. (Chambers, 1997a, p1744)

Robert recognizes all too well not only the ‘power of vocabulary’, but the power of
speech itself. His tactical engagement with ‘participation’ as it emerged as a major
development fashion in the 1990s, is revealing of this: both for the words he used,
and for the utterances he forewent. Far from being some kind of naive evangelist
as some have represented him as being (Francis, 2001; Henkel and Stirrat, 2001),
Robert has always been more than aware of the limitations of much of what
was being done in the name of participation. It is in his poetry that we come to
appreciate the depth of his anger over the forms of verbal illusion and linguistic
kleptomania of one of the most powerful development actors, the World Bank. In
“Words of Power’ (unpublished, written in the early 2000s) — reproduced in the
introduction to this book — he exposes the hypocrisy of the institution that came
to describe itself as one that ‘listens’ and to talk the talk of ‘ownership’. There is
an ire here that is rarely found in his academic writings: ‘Masters of illusion we/
Rule through our vocabulary ... We have confidence in our trick/Listenings our
new rhetoric/On our Empire the sun won't set/We are the Lords of Poverty yet.”
Robert talks about the ways in which words come to be ‘embedded in the
mindsets of development professionals’ and come to be ‘used by them unreflectively’;
‘in this process’, he argues, ‘they change how development realities are constructed
and seen’ (Chambers, 1997a, p1745). This, I would contend, was his project
with the use of the term ‘participatory’ — not his alone, of course, because he
came together with and enlisted many others in this project. It was as if, through
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the speech act known as the ‘broken record effect’, what was being said would
begin to penetrate, then permeate and finally pervade the minds of development
professionals. His arguments about language are arguments about power — the
power of framing and the power that is encoded in the boundary concepts from
which development gains moral authority. He challenges:

Whose language brings forth our world and guides our actions? Who
defines what words mean? The world brought forth is usually constructed
by the powerful in central places or by those well placed to influence
them. The words and concepts of development both express and form
the mindsets, and values of dominant linguistic groups, disciplines and
professions, and organizations. (Chambers, 1997a, p1746)

MAKING WORLDS

Robert’s ‘pedagogy for the non-oppressed’ (Chambers, 1997a, p1750) is one in
which words make worlds, and in which the world versions that are produced
disrupt comforting certainties, reframing development by turning assumptions on
their heads and challenging people to look at their worlds from vantage points they
have never before considered. In the huge workshops that Robert regularly runs,
there is often an exercise on words. One involves people voting on the words that
are most commonly used in development, a kind of development bingo. Another
calls on people to suggest and vote on the words they would like to see. Over the
years, the words that top the lists have shifted, reflecting currents in development
discourse. New words have entered the scene. Some appear naked, stripped of the
words that link them to development domains — ‘security’, for example, is now just
that rather than ‘livelihood security’ or ‘food security’ and with the securitization
of aid has gained a whole new set of associations. Others are dressed up with
qualifiers, defining a terrain of engagement as well as evoking shifting values in
the development industry: ‘rights-based’, ‘community-based’, ‘faith-based’ and
‘results-based’.

“What are the words we would like to see as part of development?” Robert
asks. And on these lists appear words that feel quite dissonant with what we have
come to expect of ‘development’ as we currently know it. Words such as ‘fur’,
‘enjoyment’ and ‘happiness’ are altogether absent in development talk. A former
Department for International Development (DFID) bureaucrat once commented
that development had been for her so strongly associated with alleviating suffering
that it somehow felt wrong to even pronounce the word ‘pleasure’, let alone
associate it with development. Love is not anywhere to be seen either, or empathy
or compassion or any one of those words that describes feelings that are part of
the human condition. If words make worlds — to return to Goodman — Robert’s
list of missing words is a reminder that the world versions development creates
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are woefully lacking in a positive vision for humanity. Talk of poverty reduction,
social protection, security and good governance all reinforce a series of negatives,
rather than give us a sense of the possible.

With the all-but disappearance of words such as solidarity and human
rights from mainstream development discourse, development is becoming more
something that is done to others than something that is about us all. Robert’s
contribution to reframing development is to turn things around, reverse the gaze,
rethink the things we take for granted, reach out and listen to others and tune
in better to ourselves. If we can start bringing into development talk words that
speak about what it is to be fully human in all its dimensions and, with it, shift
development’s preoccupations from money and things to people and pleasures, we
can perhaps be the change we want to see.
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Exploring Sustainable Livelihoods

Gordon Conway

INTRODUCTION

I was familiar with Robert Chambers’ work and had read his many publications,
but it was not until 1988 that we first met in the field and began to work together.
We were in Wollo Province, northern Ethiopia, four years after the devastating
drought and consequent famine that had received extensive media coverage and
led to an impressive response in fund-raising.

At the time, Robert was working at the Institute of Development Studies (IDS)
and I was at the International Institute for Environment and Development (IIED).
We had been asked to go to Wollo by the Swedish Red Cross, to work with an
Ethiopian Red Cross team led by Costantinos Berhe. Costantinos wanted to help
develop the region in a way that might prevent similar devastation, should such a
drought occur again. I was accompanied by my colleague Jenny McCracken, and
with Robert we took a flight north to Dessie, ahead of the main team who were
travelling by road. The three of us drove from the airstrip into the little town past
a compound containing large white tents of food aid, each with a giant red cross
on the canvas roof. It was disturbingly quiet; there was no traffic, except now and
again a huge truck and trailer, carrying grain, careered down the middle of the
road, creating a mini dust storm.

Robert and I settled into a small bungalow that had been built for aid workers
during the last famine and began to explore ways that we might work together. I
remember we first resolved the issue of who took priority over the single electric
plug; I needed it for my computer, Robert to make tea. Today I suspect the
priorities would be reversed; Robert is fully computer literate and I am a dedicated
tea drinker.
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THE MEETING OF METHODS

I brought to this new collaboration the technique of Agroecosystem Analysis, which
involves a suite of diagrammatic methods for analysing rural situations, including
maps, transects and Venn diagrams (Conway, 1985). Robert’s skills were in semi-
structured interviewing. He sat with farmers and other rural people and, using
sequences of informal questions and answers, elicited information to establish what
community priorities were. Robert insisted that this was very different from, and
more productive than, formal questionnaires that involved just ticking boxes. We
had a good feeling for each other’s methods and their comparative strengths and
weaknesses and felt we should try to combine them in a practical way. We agreed
that the formal planning procedures so dominant at that time ignored many of
the problems and opportunities of rural people.

After talking through our techniques with the Red Cross team and accompany-
ing government officials, Robert and I went our separate ways for the first day.
I led a small group to discuss with local farmers, in a semi-structured way, the
agricultural history of the area. It soon became apparent that the farmers had
very precise recollections of the rainfall patterns they had experienced during
the previous four and a half years. Their recall was so precise that using memory
of field locations and crop cultivation they could bring to mind the number of
days it had rained, each month, for the years going back to 1983. Their memory
processes were slow and there was much discussion and argument, but the results
were simply amazing (Conway, 1988).

Robert led a larger group of the team on an exploration in the nearby
hills to discover what was happening there and to apply some of the analytical
Agroecosystem graphic techniques. His group spent the day in the hills and arrived
back late, just before curfew. They were tired and footsore but very excited; they
had found evidence of farmers engaged in innovative crop production, which the
team had recorded on simple transect diagrams. Although rainfall in the hills was
low, the farmers were conserving water by plugging small gullies with earth and
stones. In these gullies they were growing sorghum, coffee, papaya and the mild
narcotic plant chaz. This discovery was significant because the government had
recently brought farmers and their families down from the hills to resettle them
in newly created and barren villages on lower land. Robert and his team had seen
signs of razed dwellings and abandoned home gardens in the hills.

Subsequently, Robert and I attempted to elicit villagers’ preferences for crops,
in my case for tree species and in Robert’s for food crops. I used a technique I
christened preference ranking, Robert’s technique he called matrix-ranking. These
techniques had positive and negative aspects, but the farmers began to engage with
the approach, giving us their insights into the relative value of each species of tree
and crop that they were asked to evaluate.

These, and similar exercises, helped us, members of the Red Cross team and
government officials to gain a better understanding of the complex working lives
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of the people. We were particularly impressed by their skills in coping with this
challenging landscape, and realized that the answer to their problems was not to
impose on them a blueprint for survival, but to develop ways of helping them
to build sustainable livelihoods, based on local knowledge, indigenous skills and
ingenuity (Ethiopian Red Cross Society, 1988; McCracken, Pretty and Conway,
1988; Scoones and McCracken, 1989).

One day while we were there, Robert asked me, ‘Why are we doing this
analysis, drawing these diagrams and determining the priorities of these people?
Why don't we allow them to analyse and decide for themselves?” It was a potentially
revolutionary statement for the ethos of the time. There had been much rhetoric
regarding participation, but we realized we now had the techniques that could enable
a genuinely productive participatory approach to rural analysis. On leaving Wollo,
Robert and I went back to England, but our colleague, Jenny McCracken, travelled
to India and experimented with these ideas in the villages where she worked. When
she returned with her results, she reported that, in addition to the techniques we
had developed, farmers had invented their own techniques. They had improved
the analysis and expressed their own priorities (McCracken, 1989). In other parts
of the world similar experiments were conducted. Eventually, Participatory Rural
Appraisal (PRA) was born and spawned diverse approaches, all with the common
feature of grassroots, people-based analysis for development (Chambers, 1994b).
From these beginnings there developed a global network (see Chapters 22 and 29).

COMPLEX AND DIVERSE LIVELIHOODS

Three years later in 1991, Robert and I were living in India; he was in Hyderabad,
based at the Administrative Staff College of India and interacting with the
International Crops Research Institute for the Semi-Arid Topics (ICRISAT), 1
was the Representative of the Ford Foundation in New Delhi. From time to time
I would travel to Hyderabad to stay with Robert and his wife Jenny; Robert would
make return visits to New Delhi to stay with my wife Susan and me. He would
get up early each morning to traverse a rock face on the Delhi Ridge, getting as
far as he could before falling off, a sort of limbering up before his meetings with
New Delhi bureaucrats.

In the evenings we discussed our shared experience in Wollo and the PRA
exercises in which we had taken part. We agreed that one of the outcomes of our
interactions with rural people had been to understand their deeply embedded
holistic view of their lives and their environment. This had emerged explicitly in
the interviews we had conducted and in the analytical diagrams rural people had
produced. We came to use the term ‘livelihood’ to explain their perceptions and
the systems they used for analysis.

Alivelihood can be simply defined as ‘a means of a living’, but its interpretation
is different when comparing between the industrialized world and the villages of



88 RURAL DEVELOPMENT, POVERTY AND LIVELIHOODS

developing countries. In the West, a household livelihood is typically the product
of one or two adults working a set number of hours for an employer and receiving
a set wage in return. For rural people in developing countries, a livelihood can
be constructed from a range of opportunities, some directly producing food and
material goods, others related to a regular wage. Farming may be at the core of a
livelihood, but non-agricultural activities can play a part, both on and off the farm.
Income is earned in a myriad of ways, and sometimes augmented by remittances
from town-based members of an extended family. Diversity is a strategy for making
aliving, enabling people all over the world to cope with challenging and risk-prone
environments and social circumstances. Periodic disasters, as occurred in Wollo,
happen frequently enough to make resilience a major objective.

The more Robert and I talked about this, the more we realized we had to
firm up our ideas. There were some things that needed to be said that might be
of value to development workers in government, aid agencies and NGOs. We
had some basic concepts to build on, in addition to our field experiences. As Ian
Scoones has said more recently, our work is part of ‘a rich and important history
that goes back another 50 or more years where a cross-disciplinary livelihoods
perspective has profoundly influenced rural development thinking and practice’
(Scoones, 2009, p173). Robert and I were influenced by this history. It included,
‘village studies, household economics and gender analyses, farming systems
research, agro-ecosystem analysis, rapid and participatory appraisal, studies of
socio-environmental change, political ecology, sustainability science and resilience
studies (and many other strands and variants)’ (Scoones, 2009, p174). We were also
influenced by the work of Amartya Sen on entitlements (Sen, 1981), and Robert
and I were particularly persuaded by a paper by Jeremy Swift that discussed the
main elements in a livelihood strategy (Swift, 1989). The first published reference
to sustainable rural livelihoods, however, was by Robert and M. S. Swaminathan in
their contribution to the Brundtland Commission in 1987 (Swaminathan, 1987).

From our respective dwellings in New Delhi and Hyderabad, we decided to
take off for a long weekend in the Himalayan foothills at Manali. Robert said he
knew of a delightful bungalow-style hotel that we would all enjoy. We set off by
car — Robert, Jenny and their son Chris, and Susan and I, all in high spirits. There
was one hitch; although we searched the town we could not find the promised
bungalow hotel and had to settle for a tall, grubby concrete establishment. At
sunrise the next morning we discovered that the building was also occupied by a
group of holy men, in orange and white robes, who produced unbelievable amounts
of noise from large conch shells that they blew from the roof from 4.30am each
day. Our sleep-deprived families went off hiking in the forested hills, while Robert
and I settled in the room on the roof that was vacated by the conch players in the
daytime. We began to work.

We came up with a definition of a sustainable livelihood. A livelihood comprises
the capabilities, assets (including both material and social resources) and activities
for a means of living. A livelihood is sustainable when it can cope with, and recover
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Figure 10.1 Components and flows of a household livelihood

Source: Chambers and Conway (1992, p10)

from, stresses and shocks, and maintain or enhance its capabilities and assets, whilst
not undermining the natural resource base (Chambers and Conway, 1992).

We created a diagram of the components and flows in a household’s livelihood,
influenced by Jeremy Swift’s work (Swift, 1989), that took into account individual
people, their capabilities and what they do for a living, and put this together with
a complex portfolio of assets, some tangible and some intangible.

Part of our reason for writing this paper was to convey a sense of how complex
the lives of rural people in developing countries are. We also wanted to explain
why understanding this complexity within a conceptual framework is important,
particularly if rural development is to do more good than harm. Robert believes
passionately that practitioners (whether in the developed or developing countries)
have to move away from an industrial country-centric view of development and
escape the trap of reductionism. We must move from simplistic production thinking
to recognizing that hunger is not just about producing food but, crucially, about
entitlements. It means moving from employment thinking, replacing workplace
targets with recognition of the multifarious nature of poor people’s livelihoods. It
also means changing from poverty line thinking, even thought, with the focus on
wages and salaries it is easier to measure, to an understanding of the ways that poor
people take a broader approach to periods of deprivation and times of well-being.

I was motivated by prosaic considerations. Far too often I have witnessed
development experts, such as plant breeders with new crop varieties or agronomists
with new agroforestry systems, who have been rebuffed by farmers for what appear
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to be irrational reasons. A livelihoods approach, which recognizes the complexity of
capabilities and assets that come into play when farmers and others make decisions,
should ensure that innovations are more appropriate to what farmers need.

This conviction has been strengthened since our 1988 visit to Ethiopia by the
findings of PRA practitioners in various parts of the world. It was the reason why,
in the first half of the paper, Robert and I described in detail the myriad forms of
livelihoods adopted by rural households and the assets, both tangible (and readily
discernible to the observer) and intangible (only evident after close questioning and
analysis) that livelihoods are built on. To some people this is obvious, and today
PRA is accepted and acted upon, but at the time of its invention it was seen as a
fresh approach and attracted considerable attention.

LIVELIHOODS AND SUSTAINABILITY

Robert and I devoted the second half of our paper to the issue of sustainability,
both environmental and social, and at local and global levels. We discussed whether
livelihood activities destroy or maintain the natural resource base — what today
would be referred to as the impact on environmental services. We stressed the
role these elements play in desertification, deforestation and soil erosion. We also
considered how to improve the productivity of natural resources, for example, by
putting organic matter back into the soil. We referred to social sustainability, that
is whether a household can gain and maintain an adequate and decent livelihood
while coping with stresses and shocks, and whether it can develop the ability to
exploit and create changes to ensure the continuity required for inter-generational
sustainability.

Although Robert and I mentioned greenhouse gases those passages were written
before the full potential impact of global warming was apparent. We pointed out,
however, that ‘globally, the least environmentally sustainable livelihoods are those
of the rich, mainly in the North’ (Chambers and Conway, 1992, p13). Itis a truth
reinforced by calculations of carbon dioxide emissions at 10-25 tons per capita in
industrialized countries, compared with 1-2 tons per capita or less in sub-Saharan
Africa (Conway and Waage, 2010, p246).

We also wrote at length about coping strategies, defining the resilience of
livelihoods in terms of their capacity to withstand stresses and shocks of the kind
we had witnessed in Ethiopia. Today, the realities of climate change have redefined
this capacity as the ability to cope not only with shocks caused by more frequent
and more intense climatic extremes, but also the stresses of year-on-year increases in
heat, drought and rising sea levels. Research analysing the responses of African village
communities to climate change has revealed a clear understanding of the changes
occurring in their environments and the existence of a diversity of adaptive livelihoods
that they have developed (Toulmin, 1992; Anderson and Monimart, 2008/9;
DNIVA, 2010). We ended our paper with three policy implications, the need to:
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* enhance poor people’s capability to adapt and exploit diverse resources and
opportunities;

* improve equity by strengthening the capabilities, assets and access of the poor,
including minorities and women; and

* increase social sustainability by minimizing the vulnerability of the poor.

We finished the paper on a Sunday afternoon in Manali and headed down to
the plains. Before we left the town, we suddenly came across a romantic looking
bungalow nestling in the trees. It was the hotel Robert had described; our families
gazed longingly at it through the car windows as we sped by. Not a word was said,
but Robert and I subsequently agreed, in our puritanical way, that it was far too
pleasant and comfortable a place to do creative work.

The paper was published in 1992 as an IDS discussion paper, rather than
in a peer-reviewed journal, but it attracted widespread attention and triggered a
productive stream of livelihood writings by development theorists and practitioners.
They have been ably reviewed by Ian Scoones (Scoones, 2009). There has also been
debate about the immediate and long-term impact of the paper. Ian’s conclusion
was that although ‘the paper was widely read at the time, it did not go much
further, and had little immediate purchase on mainstream development thinking’
(Scoones, 2009, p175). Neo-liberal debates regarding macro-economic policies
dominated the discourse, nevertheless, this changed with the challenges to the
Washington Consensus of the 1990s. Most significant, at least for UK theorists
and practitioners, was the high-level adoption of a sustainable livelihoods approach
within the Department for International Development (DFID) following the
victory of New Labour at the polls in 1997, and the appointment of Clare Short
as Secretary of State for International Development. One of her first acts was to
produce a White Paper (DFID, 1997) that identified ‘sustainable livelihoods’ as
one of three core principles of DFID’s development strategy.

In hindsight the transition from a concept elaborated in a discussion paper
to a central plank of government policy was remarkable. William Solesbury
(Solesbury, 2003) and Ian Scoones (Scoones, 2009) have analysed how it came
about, identifying both the logical sequences of events and the elements of pure
chance. The adoption of the Sustainable Livelihoods Approach (SLA) by Oxfam,
CARE and the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) in 1993, 1994
and 1995 respectively and the launch, in 1996, of the DFID/Economic and Social
Research programme on sustainable livelihoods were all significant. Yet, perhaps
the key to its inclusion in the White Paper was its:

value as a coherent organising principle for bringing a range of multi-
sectoral actions to bear on the primary goal of reducing poverty. It was
attractive politically because of its emphasis on the asset base, because
of its inherent dynamism and because of its support for self reliance
— qualities that resonated with New Labour’s philosophy (Solesbury,
2003, p217).
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White Papers are not just rhetoric, they constitute political commitments, and so its
publication was soon followed by institutional changes in DFID. Advisory groups
were created, followed by a period of intense political infighting to gain control
of the agenda and direct staff. Inevitably, given the overwhelming dominance
of social scientists and economists in DFID, the Natural Resources Policy and
Advisory Department was closed down and replaced by a cadre of ‘livelihoods
advisers’, posted in the UK and in developing country offices. This is not the time
to produce a dispassionate review of what has been achieved. There is no doubt
that the change has brought more people with professional knowledge of the lives
and livelihoods of poor people into DFID. They have influenced thinking and
policies, but with the shift of funding towards general budget support away from on
the ground projects, there has been progressively less opportunity to practice these
skills. There has, consequently, been a loss of professionals with technical expertise
in agriculture, forestry, fisheries and infrastructure. Inevitably, the original aim of
creating a set of concepts within which professionals could operate has been lost.

I have not asked Robert what he thinks about the outcomes of our work
together that week in Manali. I think we both believe the conceptualization to be
powerful, not just theoretically, but in its potential application to development
practice. A sustainable livelihood is clearly what poor households strive to achieve.
They do this with varying degrees of success, and under increasing pressures of
rising populations, resource depletion and climate change. There are 2 billion
poor people in the world and more than 1 billion who are chronically hungry. If
policy-makers, donors and development practitioners are to provide help rather
than do harm, they need to understand the structure and dynamics of the lives
of the poor. That is why the paper is relevant today, as it was nearly 20 years ago.
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Putting the Vulnerable First

Stephen Devereux

My favourite Robert Chambers article is his introduction to an /DS Bulletin that he
edited in 1989, titled “Vulnerability, coping and policy’ (Chambers, 1989).! This
article was so far ahead of its time that it anticipated the ‘social protection” agenda
by a decade, and many ofits insights have not yet permeated development thinking
and policy, more than two decades later. In 2000, in a special issue celebrating 40
years of the /DS Bulletin, we selected this article as one of the 16 most memorable
and influential contributions ever, on the grounds that it ‘is still widely quoted
and continues to inform thinking on vulnerability and policy on social protection’
(Devereux and Knowles, 2006, p3).

Robert makes (at least) six key arguments in the first two pages of this article.

VULNERABILITY IS NOT POVERTY!

Vulnerable' and ‘vulnerability ... serve as convenient substitutes for
‘poor’ and poverty ... Vulnerability, though, is not the same as poverty.
It means not lack or want, but defencelessness, insecurity, and exposure

to risk, shocks and stress. (Chambers, 1989, p1)

Vulnerability and poverty are not synonymous: poverty increases vulnerability
because lack of resources intensifies defencelessness against risks and shocks. But
not all vulnerable people are poor — even the rich can be exposed to risk, as was
shown in the recent financial crisis.

How did Robert reach this simple, but fundamental, distinction? This insight
derives from his empathy, which is evident throughout his classic book, Rural
Development: Putting the Last First (Chambers, 1983). Robert describes the world
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of “We, the outsiders’ as one insulated against deprivation and insured against
vulnerability, in contrast to the world of the rural poor, which is characterized by
‘poverty, physical weakness, vulnerability, isolation, and powerlessness’ (Chambers,
1983, p2, p109).

So if vulnerability is not poverty, 