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Abstract

At the crux of development?
Local knowledge, participation, empowerment and environmental education in Tanzania

Thomas Aneurin Smith

Development appears to have gone through a paradigm shift, from top-down, state-led projects
to bottom-up, participatory schemes which seek to take account of local knowledges. Tanzania is
a country which, like many others in the ‘Global South’, faces a myriad of interlinked
environmental and development problems, particularly as much of the population’s livelihood
needs are deeply entwined with local environmental resources. Current environmental policies
and conservation practise in Tanzania appear to reflect this new shift in development, and
increasingly the Tanzanian state and a number of NGOs have aimed to increase the participation
of local people in environmentally sustainable practices. Education about the environment, for
both adults and young people, has become key to this approach in Tanzania since the 1990s. This
thesis aims to explore the many practical and theoretical questions which remain about the
suitability of participatory projects that utilise local knowledges, considering questions which are
fundamentally at the heart of how development is and how it should be done, questions which
are ultimately at the crux of development itself. Specifically, | aim to answer questions about how
participants and communities can become ‘empowered’ through participatory initiatives, and to
this end | investigate the important yet presently neglected role of young people. | further explore
the nature of ‘local knowledge’, questioning its current use in development projects whilst
seeking to re-conceptualise and re-orientate how ‘local knowledge’ is understood and employed. |
utilise a qualitative and participatory methodology through three communities in Tanzania, each

of which offers a contrasting picture of environmental issues throughout the country.

| begin by exploring the current understandings of participation and local knowledges in
development, and follow with an explanation of the methodological approach. The empirical
chapters are then organised around three main themes: local knowledges, environmental
education in Tanzania, and the role of participation in Tanzanian communities. The first of these
chapters appraises the concept of ‘local knowledge’ critically by first comparing local and official
discourses of the ‘environment’, assessing how far an attention to local knowledges has
percolated into official environmental discourses in Tanzania. In light of local understandings of
the environment encountered in these three communities, | consider how the current conceptual

framework of local knowledge may be limiting our understanding of how these knowledges are



constructed and communicated. The second empirical chapter examines environmental
education projects in Tanzania, and from this | critically reflect on the role of NGOs and the state
in local development. Through an analysis of environmental education, | consider how both local
knowledge and participation agendas can be spatialised, in particular by understanding how
formal and informal spaces of learning are constructed discursively in communities, and the
implications this has for the outcomes of education projects. | go on to examine the notions of
participation and community, exploring how participation and inclusion operate at different
scales, including those beyond the local. | consider how the current conceptualisation of
participation and community, derived from ‘Western’ ideals, can conflict with local
understandings of responsibility, volunteerism, participation and community development.
Through this, | question the ‘community’ as the necessary site of empowerment, and in particular
here | draw attention to the role of young people and how their identities are reproduced at the
community scale and beyond. Finally, | conclude by discussing the conceptual and practical
application of local knowledge and participation in development in light of this critical appraisal. |
consider the role of formal education more broadly in empowering young people, and | question
the role of NGOs in the future of locally and nationally orientated development. | end with an
examination of the ethics of the current development paradigm in light of the understandings of
development uncovered by this study, many of which fundamentally challenge the way that

participatory forms of development should be done.
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Chapter 1
Introduction

“Beyond doubt there are problems with fishing. The
nets we use which are between 1 inch and 3 inches are
prohibited by the government, but most of the people
here are financially bankrupt. But why does the
government prevent us from fishing if they do not
provide any other activities? ... This is the only way our
families survive so how can we stop?”

Male, age 40-49, Bagamoyo

“In those days all the areas around here were forested.
You could hear cobras and other wild animals, the
environment was good. But now most have been cut
down. This tree near the house marks the end of the
area that used to be settled, but now people have
expanded beyond here.”

Female, age 50-59, llemba (Rukwa)

“Some people collect and bring the waste from far
away, once they reach this area around the house
they can’t be bothered to go all the way to the rubbish
tip. So they dump it here on the poor people. Even for
us, the proper place is very far away. So we go to a
quiet place and dump it there as it is too far.”

Male, age 30-39, Kawe




1.1 The introduction

Tanzania, like many countries in the ‘Global South’, faces a wide range of environmental
challenges, and, again like many other countries in the ‘Global South’, these environmental
challenges are intimately tied up with development. The quotes and illustrations above describe
just a few of these, from depleting fishing stocks on Tanzania’s east coast, to rapid deforestation
of the Rift Valley in the far west, to the typically urban environmental hazard of waste disposal in
Tanzania’s growing metropolis, Dar es Salaam. In a country where the majority of the population
are still directly and immediately reliant on natural resources, for their food, cooking, energy,
water, and building materials (NBS Tanzania 2006), it is no surprise that their livelihood needs are
deeply intertwined with the use of these resources. This leads to questions of how these

environmental resources can be used ‘sustainably’ for their current and future livelihoods.

From their colonial history to the present day many countries in Sub-Saharan Africa, including
Tanzania, increasingly became a focus for Western environmentalists and conservationists
seeking to preserve wildlife and habitats (Nelson and Agrawal 2008; Leach and Fairhead 2000). In
response the Tanzanian government has, from the 1980s onwards, progressively brought large
areas of land under state control as national parks, game reserves, conservation areas, and forest
reserves (NEMC Tanzania 2004), with the aim of conserving biodiversity (Schroeder 1999), but
also of attracting valuable tourist revenues. As such, Tanzania now has one of the world’s largest
networks of protected areas, estimated to be as much as 40% of the land area of the country
(NEMC Tanzania 2004). In the recent past, attempts to ‘conserve’ the natural environment in
Tanzania have often been heavy handed, including the forcible moving of populations, and cutting
off local access to these natural resources which have sustained their livelihoods through
curtailing local users’ rights (Nelson and Agrawal 2008; Schroeder 1999). As a result, the recent
history of practically dealing with the complex people-environment interaction in Tanzania has

often favoured ‘nature’ and the ‘environment’ over people, their livelihoods, and their needs.

From the late 1990s onwards, however, some seemingly fundamental changes in development
paradigms, away from ‘top down’ modes of control to more ‘bottom up’ and ‘participatory’ ideals,
which aim to involve local inhabitants more closely in development, appear to have filtered down
into Tanzanian conservation practices (Blomley et al 2008; Myers 2002; Nelson and Agrawal 2008;
JGI 2009b"). Rather than impose ideas of protecting and conserving the ‘natural environment’ on

local people, increasingly the Tanzanian state and a number of Non-Governmental Organisations

! As well as those of other countries in the Global South, see Twyman (2000), Sahu (2008), Naur (2001a),
Motteux et al (1999), McKinnon (2006), Klooster (2002), among many others.
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(NGOs) have been taking a whole range of approaches aimed at increasing the participation of
local people in environmentally sustainable practices. One of the key ways in which they have
done this is through education about the environment, both to adults and young people, and it is
the area of environmental education which this thesis seeks to explore. Why is it important to
investigate environmental education in Tanzania? Firstly because, as a form of ‘development’, its
conception and delivery as a ‘development project’ appears to embody a relatively recent
development paradigm which has yet to be fully put to the test, and with it comes fundamental
practical and theoretical questions about what development is and how it should be done, the
guestions which are ultimately the crux of development itself. The concept of ‘participatory
development’ comes from a broad assembly of reactions against modernist development
paradigms, which, like much of the Tanzanian approach to environmental conservation until very
recently, focused on delivering development from the top down, often with the consequence of
marginalising those people who development was supposed to be for, and in some cases, making
their lives significantly worse off (Potter et al 2003; Elliot 2002; Sharp and Briggs 2006).
Participatory development instead suggests that ‘local people’, often the ‘poorest’ who
development should be for, must be involved at every stage of the development process
(Chambers 19944, b, c; Kesby 2000b; Motteux et al 1999), and that their ‘local knowledge’ will
often offer a better understanding of the local development situation, and may even offer local
solutions (Briggs 2005). Such ideas have become very popular over the last two decades in the
development establishment (Agrawal 1995; Green 2000), and appear to be influencing Tanzanian
approaches to the environment. Environmental education, adopted by the Tanzanian state and a
number of environmental NGOs in Tanzania from the 1990s, seems to embrace some of these
ideals, including engaging local communities in the context of their local environmental problems,
and making education ‘locally appropriate’, as well as seeking to engage with people’s

‘indigenous’ or ‘local’ knowledge (NEMC Tanzania 2004; Hoza 2009; Mbuta 2009; JGI 2009b).

A critical appraisal of this kind of participatory project has only just begun, at least in academic
research. This research has highlighted that often ‘participatory’ development does not meet the
high moral and ethical standards which advocates assume (Goebel 1998; Kapoor 2002b), that
there is a range of practical problems in engaging with local communities and their knowledges
(Brett 2003; Mohan 2002), and that, in some cases, the assumptions of participatory development
may be flawed, including ideas that local communities will become ‘empowered’ through
participating (Cleaver 1999; Mohan and Stokke 2000). There have also been many assumptions
made in the area of ‘local knowledges’, with critics suggesting that such knowledges, and the

communities they originate from, have often been highly romanticised (Adams et al 1994; Leach



and Fairhead 2000). Both participation and local knowledges’ research and development projects
have themselves been criticised for ignoring certain marginalised groups, including young people
(Bourdillon 2004). Much of this critical work has only emerged in the last five to ten years, and
appears only to scratch the surface of examining the terrain in which participatory, local
knowledge based development projects operate. In particular, only a small amount of those
contributing to this debate come from a geographical tradition, and there is arguably a need to
apply a spatial approach to what is a highly geographical issue. Environmental education in
Tanzania offers an interesting case study in which to begin to explore some of the important
issues still to be resolved in the participatory development debate, in part because environmental
conservation and development concerns sit exactly within this current negotiation between past

top-down approaches to development and current participatory approaches.

Secondly (and perhaps more importantly), how the people-environment relationship is negotiated
in Tanzania has a significant impact on individuals’ lives throughout the country. As illustrated
above in the quotes and photos, it should be apparent that how the Tanzanian state and NGOs go
about dealing with environmental issues can have a considerable impact on local people’s
livelihoods. Equally, as has emerged from the critical debate about the place of ‘local knowledges’
in development, how local people’s practices and knowledges interact with the environment are
still, in many contexts, poorly understood. Bettering our understanding of both these processes
does then have the potential to make real practical impacts on the lives of those at the forefront
of development challenges, in this case, the people of Tanzania whose livelihoods still very much
depend on environmental resources. Tanzania also has many parallels with other countries, not
only those in Sub-Saharan Africa that have similar ecologies and face similar development
challenges, but throughout the Global South many of the same questions about livelihoods and
environmental management are being asked. Some suggest (e.g. Jones 2008; McFarlane 2006)
that the ‘West’ also has much to learn from these projects, and debates about how young people
and adults are educated about the environment are also highly relevant to ‘Western’ countries

(Uzzell 1999; Bonnett and Williams 1998).

It is in this context that this research project aims to explore issues surrounding the geographies
of participation, local knowledge, environmental education, and young people in both urban and
rural Tanzania. | do so through exploring the outcomes of an environmental education project,
run by an international NGO, which specifically embodied a participatory ethos in the delivery of
its project, according to its own project literature and the staff who worked on the project (JGI

2009b). Specifically, the broad research questions are:



e How can local knowledge be re-conceptualised, and how can it be a part of judgement
making in development?

o How are local knowledges relating to the environment reproduced and performed
in communities in Tanzania, and how do these knowledges interact with those
produced through environmental education projects?

o Can local environmental knowledges in Tanzania inform how we conceptualise
local knowledge in development?

e Canyoung people be empowered through education?

o What role do young people have in environmental management in communities?

o How do the knowledges of young people, adults, and those that come from
education projects interact, and what can we learn from this about the potential
for young people’s empowerment?

e What are the roles adopted by the Tanzanian state and NGOs in providing environmental
education, and in the context of a participatory development paradigm which appears to
prioritise ‘the local’?

e How can a focus on environmental education further critical debates about participation
and community in development?

o What role does ‘participation’ in local development have in the context of
environmental education in Tanzania, and what can we learn from this example to
further critical debates about participation in development?

o How do Tanzanian communities function, how do they deal with environmental
issues, and what impact might both of these have on the potential for

environmental education to make positive changes?

These broad questions run throughout the three empirical chapters of this thesis, and whilst some
are answered more discretely than others, it should be clear that they are all variably entangled
with the other, and throughout | attempt to keep drawing links between all of these key issues. In
the survey of the literature that follows this chapter, | outline some of the significant questions
within these much broader themes, and in both Chapter 2 and Chapter 3, | outline in more detail

the context of this study.



1.2 Thesis outline

Chapter 2 provides a survey of the literature concerning debates around participation and local
knowledge in development, and how both of these are played out through the field of education,
and more specifically, environmental education in Tanzania. | first outline the history of
participatory and local knowledge approaches to development theory, and provide more
contemporary examples of development practice which highlights how the participation and local
knowledge paradigms have been highly successful. | then go on to introduce a detailed critique of
the ‘participatory orthodoxy’ (Green 2000), as well as a more contemporary critique of local
knowledges. Throughout these critiques | highlight those areas which need to be further explored
by research, which this thesis will seek to address. In the final section of this Chapter, | consider
the place of both participatory and local knowledge theory and practice in the context of
education development, outlining first numerous challenges, including the current lack of
attention to young people in research, and the important role that education more generally
might have in debates concerning the interaction of local and ‘outside’ knowledges. | go on to
more specifically address a range of critical questions for this thesis relating to environmental
education. Lastly, | attend to the current research on environmental education in Tanzania, and
here | highlight the need for research on how ‘environment’ is defined locally, what the role of
NGOs and the state should be in environmental education, and the interaction of ‘conservation’

knowledges with ‘other’ knowledges about the environment.

Chapter 3 outlines the context and methodological approach of this research. Firstly | give a
contextual background to Tanzania and the three study areas which formed the case studies for
this research, and provide details of the NGO project that formed the main focus of this study. |
discuss the methods used in this research, and justify each in light of the qualitative/participatory
approach in which this research is founded. | begin by describing the overall methodological
approach, followed by each of the research methods used, including interviews with state actors,
NGOs, and local people in each study area, focus groups with young people in schools,
observations, and document analysis. | then proceed to elaborate on some ethical considerations,
particularly issues associated with working with young people, but also more generally with

regards to engaging in research in the context of the Global South.

Chapter 4 is the first empirical Chapter, in which | aim to appraise the concept of ‘local
knowledge’ critically by exploring how local knowledges relating to environmental issues have
been conceptualised through three lenses. Firstly, | focus on how the ‘environment’ is defined by

the Tanzanian state, NGOs, and local people, in order to investigate how local knowledges of
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environmental issues compare with official definitions of the ‘environment’. | do this through
examining how NGOs and the Tanzanian State conceptualise the environment through the
material they produce relating to environmental education, as well as the discourses of state and
NGO actors, and compare these to ‘local discourses’ of adults and young people. Through such an
examination | seek to explore how different knowledge systems interact, and in particular how,
within knowledge systems, there may be different and competing knowledges. This leads
secondly onto a broader discussion of local knowledges relating to environmental management
and conservation, using examples not only to draw out the limitations of current
conceptualisations of ‘local knowledge’, but to realign thinking on ‘local knowledge’ in
development. | do this through examining closely the local environmental knowledges of both
adults and young people in the study communities, and consider how the current conceptual
framework of ‘local knowledges’ may be limiting our understanding of how local knowledges are
constructed and communicated. | particularly consider how local environmental knowledges exist
in both time and space, how they interact with knowledges from ‘outside’ communities, and how
knowledges and power relations become entangled. Finally, | consider the place of ‘traditional
knowledges’ relating to the environment, which provides further analysis of the limitations of
‘local’ approaches to knowledge, and highlight some of the dangers of pursuing development
knowledge only at the scale of ‘the local’. | particularly consider issues which have previously been
‘taboo’ in local knowledge research (Kesby et al 2006), specifically considering the place of
witchcraft and other belief systems. | also focus on how knowledge may be tied to culture and
ethnic groups, again by reflecting on how certain ‘traditional knowledges’ are tied to particular

groups in both space and time.

In Chapter 5 | examine critically the practice of environmental education programmes in Tanzania.
| begin by evaluating formal environmental programmes conducted by NGOs, and consider how
the learning and teaching techniques they employ impact on the environmental knowledges of
young people and adults. | further examine the roles of NGOs as actors, in particular how they
interact with the Tanzanian state, and what impact this relationship has on the outcomes of the
projects. | go on to consider the impact that these projects have on teachers as key ‘participants’,
and assess how NGOs work with their participants or the ‘recipients’ of their projects at the local
level, again picking up arguments about how NGOs might make development more ‘locally
appropriate’. In the second part of this chapter, | take up budding debates concerning spatialising
both local knowledge and participation agendas (Cornwall 2002; Kesby 2005), by considering how
both formal and informal spaces of learning are constructed discursively in communities. Here |

argue that a focus on the spaces in which knowledges are produced within communities can be



particularly enlightening in explaining why different social groups may hold different knowledges,
and | explore what implications this might have for education development. | then move on to
think about environmental education in the broader context of education development in
Tanzania, and | examine some of the more ‘fundamental’ challenges to the formal education of
young people, and what impacts this has on education programmes that run through schools.
Finally, | deal with the key question of what contribution environmental education projects make
to the knowledges and behaviours of young people. | highlight some of the major problems with
evaluating NGO projects more generally, and again use this to question the role of NGOs in the
‘alternative’ development paradigm constructed through participatory and poststructuralist

development discourses.

Participation has been held up as a mantra for local development by participatory and
postdevelopment writers, and, whilst a substantial critique exists, in Chapter 6 | illustrate how
there still remains much ground to be covered in picking apart the fundamental notions that are
tied to participatory rhetoric. | initially explore how participation and inclusion operate at
different scales, again dealing with the lack of attention to ‘scale’ in participatory theory, and
particularly highlighting the regional and the national scale. | consider how a range of exclusions
can operate though development projects, and what implications this might have for the
participation agenda more broadly. | then explore the role that the Tanzanian state and NGOs
take in developing the participation agenda in Tanzania. Specifically here | consider the
motivations behind participatory, local, NGO-driven forms of development, and what forms of
participation exist in environmental education projects as a result. | use this analysis to reflect on
the role and position of NGOs and the state in Tanzanian society more generally, and consider
what implications this has for the participatory agenda which strongly advocates for NGOs as a
catalyst of local development. In the third section | move on to consider how participation, in its
‘Western’ form, conflicts with the cultures of responsibility, volunteerism, and participation in the
Tanzanian context. Here | think specifically about how critiques of participation, which consider it
to be imbued with Western values (Kothari 2001; Green 2000), are demonstrable by examining
how Western ideas of participation and community compare with those of the communities
involved in this research study. | examine some of the presumptions of participatory
development, including those which assume a change in knowledge will lead directly to a change
in behaviour along voluntaristic lines for those that participate, and in particular | will again
consider how debates about spatialising participation (Cornwall 2002; Kesby 2005) may be useful.
The notion of the ‘community’ has been central to the participatory and local knowledge

paradigms, and finally in this chapter | pick apart what ‘community’ means in the context of



Tanzania. | explore how communities are constructed through a diversity of social relations and
knowledges, which, | argue, is quite different from the concept of community regularly adopted in
participatory theory. | begin to build a picture of Tanzanian communities which is quite unlike the
Western, idealised notion of (particularly rural) communities, and question therefore the
community as the necessary site of ‘empowerment’. In particular, | draw attention to the place of
young people in communities, and consider how the notion of the ‘young person’ is constructed
and reproduced through discourses that operate at the state, NGO, and local scale. In light of this
critical appraisal of Tanzanian communities, | examine the kind of environmental actions that do
exist at the community level. I illustrate here that actions in the environment conducted by locals
do not always ‘fit’ into Western ideals about community development, yet do more accurately
reflect how individuals approach environmental issues in Tanzania. | reflect on what implication
this has for the participatory agenda, and consider again the potential role of the state and NGOs

in light of this re-conceptualisation of community.

Finally, in chapter 7, | summarise the critical appraisal that this thesis applies to environmental
education projects in Tanzania, and consider the likely implications this has for local knowledge,
participatory and empowerment agendas. | explore the wider implications of my key findings for
the development agenda. | discuss the role of local knowledge in development in light of a critical
approach to its application to development issues, and in particular consider practical ways
through which a range of knowledges can ‘meet’ in development. | look at the role of education in
empowering young people, specifically focusing on the positive and practical steps that might be
taken in light of the findings of this research. The role of NGOs and the state in local development
is an important theme for this thesis, and | bring together some of these issues to consider the
role of both these actors at present in development, in particular questioning the role that NGOs
should have in the future of both locally and nationally-orientated development, and what
implications this has more broadly for international funding and national governance of
development. Finally, | use Tanzanian conceptualisations of participation and community to
question the ethics of development. | consider how such conceptualisation challenge
fundamentally the way that participatory development should be done, and | outline both the

practical and theoretical implications such a challenge brings to development.



Chapter 2

Participation, local knowledge, and environmental education

In this chapter | review the history of participation and local knowledge in development, and
critically examining more contemporary literature and research studies. | begin by illustrating how
the lineage of theories and practices associated with participation and local knowledge in
development are important for understanding the critical questions which both face in
contemporary development practice. | use examples from current research to illustrate instances
where the execution of these paradigms of local development have been successful, but go on to
demonstrate how contemporary research has produced a detailed critique of participation in
development, which provides the setting for the research questions addressed in this study. |
explore these critiques of participation and local knowledge in development within the context of
environmental education, firstly by focusing on how education development has been shaped by
participation and local knowledge debates, and | then secondly consider the impacts of these
theories and practices on environmental education in Tanzania. | draw attention specifically to the
current lack of attention to young people in these fields of research, as well as identifying specific
challenges faced by Tanzania in relation to education development. Finally, | revisit the aims of
this thesis in the light of the literature, outlining the critical questions raised in this review which

will be considered in the empirical chapters.

2.1 The history of participatory development

Participatory development strategies come from a lineage of development thinking and practice,
and are, in part, defined against previous development strategies. Interest in participatory
development largely began during the 1990s, but its current popularity is part of a wider reaction
to ‘top-down’ development strategies which began during the 1960s. At this time there emerged
a recognition that centrally-driven, top-down development practices had, on the whole, failed
significantly to deliver development in many contexts, and especially so in Africa (Binns et al

1997).

The ‘top-down’ strategies that participatory development arguably reacts against began during
the ‘development age’ (Binns 2002), which can be dated back to the post-World War Two

reconstruction of Europe’, heralded in by US President Truman who described development as

2 Although arguably the pattern of current global development began much earlier, and it is only the
current ‘modernist’ form of development which began in the post-World War Two era. Wallerstein (1973)
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the transfer of capital, knowledge and technology to allow economic growth (Dodds 2002),
believing that welfare improvements would follow (Elliot 2002). These ideas were derived from
classical economics (Potter et al 2003), which assumed a unilinear path to development. This
neoclassical paradigm dominated development thinking for three decades (Binns 2002), set partly
by the US geopolitical agenda (McKinnon 2006). Others have recognised the roots of modern
development in the European enlightenment (Power 2002), where social reform and temporarily
‘linear’ forms of progress became a concern. However, this development paradigm began to
break down, as during the late 1970s and 1980s a series of ‘reversals’ in development became
apparent, for example, decreases in school enrolment throughout Africa (Elliot 2002), and the
recognition that most Africans were no better off in real terms than in the 1960s (Sharp and
Briggs 2006; O’Connor 2002). It is from this point that development thinking differentiates into a
range of both theoretical and practical terrains (Potter 2002), all of which have influenced the

current status of participatory development.

The first of these was a radical approach in reaction to the modernist ‘development’.
Dependency Theory was highly critical of the capitalist world economy (Martin 2000), and
structuralist thinkers highlighted how the development of core countries was dependent on the
underdevelopment of those on the periphery (Clarke 2002; Gowan 2004). Andre Gunder Frank
“maintained that development and underdevelopment are opposite side of the same coin”
(Potter et al 2003, p109), and that incorporation into global capitalism was part of “the
development of underdevelopment” (Wallerstein 1974, p392). Dependency theory understood
that inequalities are permanent and increasing (Andreasson 2001; Wallerstein 2000), and that
some regions may be even falling out of the world economy (Agnew 2001). However, this radical
development thinking was criticised for being methodologically vague and economistic, much like
previous modernist theories, whilst also ignoring questions of culture and individual agency

(Kapoor 2002a).

Postcolonial studies shares with dependency a critique of classical development. However,
postcolonial writing focuses on deconstruction which challenges constructions of the Third World,
grounding work in the French post-structuralists, and in literary and cultural studies (Sparke
1994). Geography discovered postcolonialism in the 1990s (Gilmartin and Berg 2007), critiquing
19th Century British colonialism, and contemporary studies in the Third World (McGregor 2007;

argues that the structural roles of states within the world-economy began during developments in Europe
during the 16" Century, in which European countries became provisionally locked into particular roles.
Further developments in the 19™ and 20" Centuries absorbed African countries into the capitalist world-
economy, and thus establishing the current pattern of global inequality.
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McKinnon 2006). However, postcolonial studies often offer little practical change; Postcolonialism
has indulged “arm chair decolonisers” (Goss 1996, p248), or has been part of an intellectual fad
(McEwan 2002), only leading to change in discursive practice (Mohan and Stokke 2000).
Importantly for more recent developments in participatory thinking, postcolonial critics have
challenged power relations bound up in knowledge (Radcliff 1994), claiming the imposition of
Western knowledges has led to the failure of development (Escobar 1995), and recognising that
knowledge is limited and partial (Sidaway 2002). There should, postcolonial writers would argue,
be a focus on valuing local knowledges (Jones 2000), and recognition of inter-subjectivity (Goss

1996) and the voices of the marginalised (Sylvester 1999).

Despite these two radical approaches to development, at the same time, development policy
remained dominated by neoliberal thinking: pro-market politics which have prevailed since the
1980s (Potter et al 2003; Kydd and Dorward 2001). Qil price rises in the 1970s perpetuated
recession, which triggered ongoing debt crisis in Third World countries (Simon 2002). Abandoning
post-war developmentalism (Martin 2000), deregulation and promotion of free trade became the
norm, expanding to the global South through aid policies of international organisations. Structural
Adjustment Programmes (SAPs) cut government expenditure and promoted trade and exports.
The impacts on economies were typically harsh, although blame was often placed on domestic
problems (Hettne 2002). Heavy criticism levelled at neoliberal regimes has led to a change in
discourse, if not practice. Policies now contain ‘extra economic’ concerns, allowing some
expansion of the state (Harrison 2005), funding channelled through Non-Governmental
Organisations (NGOs), and emphasising ‘good governance’ (Hart 2001). However, much of the
decision making power in funding remains with international institutions, which shows little

deviation from neoliberal policies.

With a number of ‘reversals’ taking place in development indicators during the 1980s and 1990s
(Elliot 2002), and the prevailing neoliberal order appearing to lack serious challenge from other,
more theoretical approaches to development outlined thus far, development both practically and
theoretically appeared to be at an ‘impasse’ (Schuurman 2002; Sharp and Briggs 2006). To some
extent, in reaction to this impasse, a poststructuralist critique of development emerged which
sought to challenge the very fundamental notion of ‘development’. Rather than displacing earlier
approaches which challenged development thinking (for example, dependency or postcolonial
approaches), poststructuralist theories of development have attempted to expose their reigning
assumptions (Agrawal 1996). So, for example, both Escobar (1995) in Encountering Development,

and Ferguson (1994) in The Anti-Politics Machine, argued that development itself must be
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deconstructed, as practices served post-colonial ambitions (Dossa 2007), and that the current
development paradigm should be dismantled (including, for example, ideas such as ‘technological
progress’), in favour of ‘post-development alternatives’ (Agrawal 1996; Blaikie 2000). They argue
that post-development futures should be context-specific (Hettne 2002), and introduce plurality
and hybridity so that third world ‘others’ are empowered (Potter et al 2003). But, these
‘alternative futures’ were themselves quickly critiqued, as few suggestions are tendered as to how
postmodern development might be tangibly realised (Blaikie 2000), and vague statements on
‘alternatives’ and ‘hybridity’ are unlikely to reach those who hold power. Whilst the
deconstruction of development is, and remains, a powerful critique, its “methodological and

practical nihilism” (Diawara 2000, p365) does little for the developing world.

Alongside these other theoretical turns in development, some development thinkers began to
focus on internal and material factors rather than on more theoretical deconstructions of the
development paradigm. By taking into account that development did not necessarily mean
economic growth (Potter et al 2003), and with the disillusionment that ‘top-down’ development
policies were not working, they sought to tackle the material aspects of development ‘on the
ground’. The Basic Needs approach of the 1960s and 70s (Elliot 2002) focused on rural areas and
employment, inspired in part by socialist principles employed in Tanzania’s ujamaa project
(Parnwell 2002), and later, ‘bottom-up’ development advocated for indigenous resources,

appropriate technologies, sustainable and social development (Thirwall 2002).

Participatory development practices came to prominence in the 1990s, although ‘bottom-up’,
poststructuralist, and postcolonial approaches have contributed much to the methods and
theories. Participatory approaches were synthesised and in part popularised by the work of
Robert Chambers (1994a, b, and c) concerning methods of research to inform development
through Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA). This evolved from a range of methodological
approaches which came into practice in Third World settings (Motteux et al 1999). By
incorporating methodologies to involve local people, PRA seeks out what matters to communities
(White 2002), implying that ‘local knowledge’ may hold the solutions to local development. Much
of the focus of early PRA was on methods of participatory research for use in development (Potter
et al 2003), and Chambers also emphasises the importance of the behaviour and attitudes of
outsiders (Chambers 1994a), who should enact reversals of learning, be empowering rather than
extractive, and for facilitators to “hand over the stick” to local people (Chambers 1994b, p1255).
Such methodologies, it was argued, can be highly flexible, and can be developed in situ (Motteux

et al 1999). PRA was argued to be largely experiential; theory is induced from practice, and
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diversity is sought rather than consensus (Chambers 1997; Mohan 2002). The methods of PRA
quickly became encompassed within the much broader concept of ‘participatory development’,
where the same participatory techniques which Chambers argued for research and development
could be used as a guiding force for development projects, whereby local people could inform,
steer, manage, and ultimately control all aspects of locally-driven development initiatives, with
‘outsiders’ adopting a facilitating role, rather than a managerial one. Much of what is prized in
participatory development embodies postmodernist and postcolonial thinking, values relativism
and multiple realities (Chambers 1994c), and demands methodologies of interaction that disrupt
traditional notions of the researcher and research (Goebel 1998). By questioning the authority of
the West, in terms of both Western development experts, and knowledges and solutions which
are derived from the ‘West’, participatory development adopts many of the epistemological
challenges highlighted by postcolonial studies (Mohan 2001). PRA practice and participatory
approaches to development also evoke many post-modern epistemological challenges:
knowledge is situated, partial, biased, researchers should be reflexive, and power is implicit in all

acts (Hoggart et al 2002; McGregor 2007).

Participatory research and development quickly worked their way into development practice
during the 1990s, such that “the discourse of participatory development has come to constitute
the new orthodoxy in development circles, from NGOs to the World Bank” (Green 2000, p67).
Over the past two decades, participatory development has become part of a wider shift in public
sector management thinking towards decentralisation and greater local involvement, and in the
development context this has meant that ‘participatory solutions’ have percolated through the
policies of both local and national NGOs, towards major donors, national governments, and
international organisations (Brett 2003). The arguments for a ‘participatory’ approach to
development are manifold, and encompass ethical and ideological concerns for empowerment, as

well as material and economic benefits for those who are the poorest and most marginal.

The ideological arguments for participatory development largely revolve around the concept of
‘empowerment’, in particular, empowering those who are the poor, marginal, and often
‘recipients’ of development. Proponents of participatory development argue that this can be
achieved through a number of tactics, which may involve taking the knowledge of local people
seriously to understand better local needs and aspirations (Binns et al 1997), and involving ‘users’
in decision making, monitoring, and evaluation of projects (Brett 2003). More progressively,
participatory techniques may develop the skills and capacities of participants, such that they can

take full control of development initiatives (Kesby 2000b), for example through involving
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participants in problem definition, finding solutions, and taking action (Pain 2004). This
‘empowering’ approach has a number of benefits to those who are the ‘beneficiaries’ of
development beyond improving their lives materially, including establishing more reciprocal
power relations between the ‘expert’ and the ‘recipient’, such that the marginalised are given a
voice and feel ‘empowered’ to act for their own development (Kesby 2005). Participatory
techniques may then build and strengthen the capacity of local people, as well as increase their
understanding of local problems (Mayoux and Chambers 2005). A number of studies have
illustrated the kind of outcomes aspired to by the discourse of participatory theory. For example,
Motteux et al (1999) describe how PRA methods employed in South Africa stimulated community
actions, such as environmental conservation projects, which were evidence of individuals and the
community feeling empowered to take forward their own development. Kesby (2000a) has
illustrated how participatory community action-research for HIV/AIDS awareness in Zimbabwe
can inspire individuals to feel empowered to tackle high risk behaviour in their community,
particularly for women who felt marginalised compared to their male counterparts. Sanderson
and Kindon (2004) demonstrate how participation at the level of the organisation (rather than the
local, rural level) between New Zealand and Indian NGOs helped generate new knowledge and
organisational practices which were more ‘participatory’. In line with both poststructuralist and
postcolonial theory, participatory development aims at creating more ethical development, not
only for those who are the recipients, but also for the organisational structure of development
itself. By casting the researcher/practitioner/organisation as a learner/facilitator in the
development process, participation reverses the traditional hierarchies of development
(Chambers 19944, b, c), which in itself should build a more ethical development establishment.
Reversals of learning can even be scaled up to the national, institutional level, for example, and
Jones (2000) highlights how participatory techniques can inspire learning between the UK and
India, whereby ‘First World” NGOs working with young people in the UK can learn from the
practices of NGOs in India working on similar issues. This kind of ‘mutual dialogue’ helps reverse
the traditional dichotomies of development, leading to collaborative, non-hierarchical approaches

(Pain 2004), that ultimately will help empower the most marginalised.

Participatory development has also been shown to produce material and economic benefits for
local people. Timsina (2003) illustrates how forest user groups in Nepal have been more efficient
in equitably distributing forest natural resources than state level governance, whilst community
organisation in forestry has been the catalyst for cooperatives run by women to generate income,
and some forest user groups have been successful in bringing in marginal actors. Timsina (2003)

further argues that community organisations of this kind produce a more equitable and efficient
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form of natural resource management. Naur (2001b) has demonstrated that the use of traditional
healers in Tanzania to treat the symptoms of HIV/AIDS has been successful, not only in terms of
treating people locally, but also in empowering communities to deal with the social consequences
of the pandemic. Easton (1999) has shown in the context of Ghana how communities have been
able to initiate and drive their own development in local education, which has provided schooling
in communities which previously had only very limited access to education. These ‘success stories’
appear to back up the claims of participatory proponents that local level decision making is more
likely to produce successful local development, as local people have better access to information
‘on the ground’, and generally have lower organisational cost (Agrawal and Gupta 2005), thus
development based on local people’s knowledge is more efficient, and more locally sustainable
(Kothari 2001). Where local participation is a legitimate response to state failure, or a lack of
provision from the state, participatory development strategies appear to reduce poverty and

exclusion through empowering local people (Brett 2003).

Participatory research has also continued to illustrate its value. Through utilising participatory
research techniques, those who are normally ‘subordinate’ have an outlet through which to
express their realities, for example, as a result of participatory methods of research, the priorities
of women have been highlighted as quite different from those of men in several context
(Chambers 1997). Participatory research techniques can further be useful for discussing sensitive
topics with local people, such as violence and power relations (Mayoux and Chambers 2005), and
HIV/AIDs (Kesby 2000a), as well as actively challenging social exclusion (Pain 2004). One of the key
underlying assumptions of participatory research methods, from these examples, is that they aim
to initiate action at the local level, as well as understand local needs, and, as this is the case, the
values, attitudes and behaviours of researchers and other development professionals become of
central importance, as their ethics and actions may inform action amongst communities (Cornwall
and Pratt 2003). There is with participatory research still an economy of efficiency associated with
participatory methods, as Temu and Due (2000) argue, participatory methods of research are as
equally reliable and valid as more traditional, quantitative/qualitative social research, yet may
indeed be quicker and more efficient. Participatory techniques start from the idea that ‘the poor’
have a better knowledge of local problems than the outside ‘expert’, and that research should be
a process of mutual learning and interaction, rather than data extraction (Green 2000). The
centrality of ‘local knowledges’ to participatory development is a substantial topic in itself, and is
dealt with in more detail in section 2.3, but the importance of this for participatory development
is that, through being driven by ‘local knowledges’, the research process is ‘reversed’, presenting

marginal people with a powerful means to express what they know (Kesby 2000a). The role of the
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researcher, or ‘expert’, is, according to Kesby (2000b) to become an ‘activist’, facilitating
participants to take greater control. Examples from several contexts appear to confirm that
participatory research has this empowering potential. Harpham et al (2005) illustrate that
participatory techniques are particularly useful for working with children and young people, whilst
Kapoor (2004) illustrates how participatory methods can be successfully used for evaluating the

governance of NGO projects.

2.2 Critiques of participation

As participatory forms of development have emerged as a ‘new orthodoxy’ in development
thinking (Green 2000), so a substantial critique has surfaced, which focuses on both the evidence
for the success of ‘participation’ for development, but also examines some of the more

theoretical and ethical/moral issues associated with participation.

2.2.1 The costs of participation

In material terms, participatory projects have been shown to be costly, as well as beneficial, to
those who participate (Mohan 2002). This is particularly true in terms of the costs to a
participant’s time. Participating in research and development activities takes time, and may not
be directly paid or produce direct livelihood benefits to compensate (Sanderson and Kindon
2004), whilst they may also disrupt people’s daily lives (Brett 2003). Even though participants may
‘take part’, it cannot be assumed that they gain any material, livelihood benefits from
participatory research, particularly in the short term (Mayoux and Chambers 2005; Nelson and
Agrawal 2008). This is especially an issue when considering those who are most marginalised in a
community, as it is likely that it is these people who can least afford to spend the time off work or
from their daily activities, but it is also the poorest who are those which participatory researchers
or development practitioners most want, in theory, to participate (Easton et al 2000; Smith 2008).
This has gender implications, for example, as women may have significantly more commitments
than men in communities (Kapoor 2002b), and therefore participatory practices may only
exacerbate the marginalized nature of particular groups. Blomley et al (2008) demonstrate how
participatory initiatives in forestry in Tanzania are highly costly, as individuals are ‘participating’ in
a state scheme to help conserve forest resources, yet see few benefits in the short term, and
often see their own access to these resources diminish. Participatory projects can also raise the
expectations of those who participate in terms of perceived benefits and actions, which can often

not be met by the actual outcomes of the projects (Mayoux and Chambers 2005; Brett 2003).
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Participatory projects may also allow and encourage participants to reveal information in a public
arena which they otherwise might not do, which could potentially be socially damaging to them
(Mayoux and Chambers 2005). Those who advocate for participatory development have yet to
fully resolve the issue that, if participation is to be fair and credible, communities have to invest
much time and energy, yet may not receive for their energies adequate material incentives in the
short term (Kapoor 2002b). Whilst this focus on ‘material’ benefits may overlook the
‘noneconomic’ incentives of participatory approaches, for example, empowerment for individuals
and communities, and the potential for preservation of culture (which may, to some, be more
valuable than direct economic benefits (Schroeder 1999)), it still remains highly problematic that

material concerns remain overlooked.

Discourses of participatory development (and, indeed, those of poststructuralist writers) have
been further criticised for neglecting to consider the capacity of their participants to ‘participate’.
Brett (2003) highlights that, quite plainly, it is often the poorest people who have the fewest skills,
and the least capacity in terms of time and finances, which in itself raises questions about how
appropriate participatory development initiatives are for poverty focused projects. There are
many examples from development projects: Anderson et al (2003) illustrate how in Afghanistan
local people may not necessarily come up with ‘local alternatives’, and may be highly reliant on
external interventions. Green (2000) demonstrates, in the context of Tanzania, that local people
may not act together as a ‘community’ to tackle important development issues, and instead focus
on their individual needs. Anello (2003) finds that local leadership structures may be highly
resistant to ‘participatory’ modes of cooperation, and that outside facilitators are needed if local
people are to be trained to work along more ‘participatory’ lines. The focus of participatory
development on ‘the local’ as the site of development itself neglects that local people may not
have the capacity for particular activities which should, arguably, be developed at higher levels of
social organisation. So, for example, Anello (2003) argues that certain elements of healthcare
cannot be handled by local capacity alone, whilst Green (2000) finds that local people in Tanzania
are highly aware of their limited local capacity, and may place significant authority in the state to
deal with issues that exist beyond the local. This evidence makes the investment that
participatory and postdevelopment theories place in the capacity of local people, or ‘the
grassroots’, as the source of development initiatives, to be highly problematic (Sylvester 1999).
Local people may simply not want to participate (Twyman 2000), or may not have solutions or
capacities that are beyond the realms of their current means, and may, as a consequence, not be
able to see the same ‘alternatives’ as participatory and postdevelopment theorists seek. Although

Green (2000), and Mercer (2000) point towards issues of ‘responsibility’, in terms of who assumes
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responsibility for development initiatives, and who local people perceive responsibility to rest
with, and, indeed, who, in the development nexus, is best equipped to deal with particular
development issues at particular scales, these areas are seriously under-researched and, at

present, poorly understood.

2.2.2 The meaning of participation

Although participatory development is accompanied by a positive outlook on community
development and local capacity, the rhetoric of participatory practice can be easily employed, and
may ‘disguise’ practices which do not necessarily fit into the ethics which supposedly define the
participatory movement (Mohan 2002; Goebel 1998). This is partly because the ‘buzzwords’ of
participation, empowerment, community, and the local, have multiple and competing meanings
which can very easily be adopted and employed by a range of agents (Brock 2003; Brett 2003;
Mercer 2002; Mayo 2001), such that participation “has taken on a diversity of forms and
meanings” (Cornwall and Pratt 2003, p1). This has left the term ‘participation’ as both politically
ambivalent and vague (Cornwall and Brock 2005), and whilst participation has become popular
and institutionalised (Mercer 2002), this has only served to increase the diversity of practices and
policies associated with it. For example, at the level of the nation state, participatory rhetoric has
often been tagged onto projects which seek to decentralise state services, when such strategies
are being employed for reasons of economy and state cutbacks, rather than for the moral reasons
associated with the participatory movement (Agrawal and Gupta 2005; Asthana 2003). In
participatory research for development, ‘participants’ may still only be involved in generating
data. Although researchers may be using participatory-like methods, data are still taken away and
used by scholars, researchers, and development professionals with little subsequent involvement
from communities (Alumasa 2003), such that it is eventually only their ‘knowledge’ which is

included (Anderson et al 2003).

In some development contexts, participatory approaches have been seen as ‘fashionable add-ons’
to more traditional techniques, allowing projects to be given the ‘tag’ of participation without
actually providing real participatory insights (Mayoux and Chambers 2005). For example, projects
may still largely be determined and run by external experts, rather than fully engage with the
community, and ‘misuse’ of participatory research (whether in theory or in practice) can obscure
social complexity, and may validate dominant views at a variety of scales (Goebel 1998).
Outcomes and evidence from participatory projects can similarly be used to support a range of

worldviews, some of which apparently conflict with the ‘radical’, ‘liberal’, or ‘alternative’ origins of
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participatory research practices (Brett 2003). Indeed, it has been illustrated that participation fits
well with current neoliberal forms of governance, which associate participation with economic
decentralisation, small states, and open market philosophies (Brett 2003). From a neoliberal
political standpoint, participatory principles are useful, as they replace previously class-conscious,
emancipatory struggles (as, in part, dependency perspectives advocated for, albeit on a more
‘global’ scale), with a non-adversarial community development theory. Here participation is seen,
and used as, not a method to resist, but instead assumes social homogeneity and may even be

used as a method to ‘co-opt’ local populations (Blomley et al 1998).

There have been some attempts to categorise or understand the different ‘types’ of participation.
For example, Donnell-Roark (1998) suggest four types, ranging from ‘mobilisation’ at the ‘bottom’
end of the scale, where projects are designed and controlled by outsiders, whilst locals provide
the subjects of research, to ‘empowerment’ types at the ‘top’ of the scale, where communities
and actors/participants are in full control of development projects. The ‘bottom’ end of this scale,
where communities are simply ‘mobilised’ to conduct and often provide the labour for projects,
with very little say in their design or direction, is a common criticism of where participatory
practices have been adopted by a host of international and national agencies (Brett 2003). A more
simple distinction suggested by Brett (2003) is that of ‘strong’ versus ‘weak’ participation, where
‘strong’ participation is both a means and an end, and fits very much with the ‘empowerment’
type cited above, whilst ‘weak’ participation might also be termed ‘shallow’ participation, where
participatory methods are simply used to extract information from communities in a rapid way
(i.e. a typical academic research project) (Kesby 2000b; Brett 2003). More complex models of
participation, such as Arnsteins ‘ladder of participation’, often arrive at similar conclusions, even
though they may have more stages in between these ‘strong’ and ‘weak’ ends of the spectrum,
they represent very similar concepts (Mayo 2001), and again indicate that most forms of
participatory research fall ‘somewhere in between’ the two extremes. Brett (2003) argues that, if
we accept that communities have limited capacities, it makes no sense to think in terms of
‘maximum participation’, as increased participation may entail costs as well as benefits. Such
thinking makes the question of ‘what kind of participation?” more complex than early
participatory advocates (e.g. Chambers 1994a, b, c; Binns et al 1997) initially campaigned for.
Kapoor (2004) highlights that it is important to ask ‘how much, and what type of participation’ is
best? Whilst this question is clearly highly context dependent, and potentially complex, it is one

which still needs much analysis in the context of participatory development.
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2.2.3 Power, empowerment, and community

In early versions of participatory research practice (e.g. Chambers 1994a), ‘communities’ were
largely treated as homogeneous groups, often conceptualised as ‘natural’ with ‘desirable values’
(Cleaver 1999). As a result, development and research projects which were ‘participatory’ in
nature tended to over-simplify power relationships within communities (Cleaver 1999; Guijt and
Shah 1998), often assuming that they were ‘harmonious’ (Goebel 1998), or, as Green (2000, p73)
puts it, the community is “imagined as a homogeneous mass of the poor and very poor, with an
inherent tendency towards collective action”. Poststructuralist thinkers were similarly guilty of
essentialising communities in this way. Despite their attention to power relationships in
development, poststructuralists often similarly placed their faith in the ‘local’ as a discrete place,
with a homogenous community, capable of taking collective action (Hart 2001). Both
postdevelopment and participatory development discourses have tended to posit the local,
cohesive community as the solution to hegemonic development paradigms, and in the process of

so doing, have highly romanticised how local communities function (Jakimow 2008; Blaikie 2000).

Several studies have now shown that communities are made up of competing individuals
interwoven with local power dynamics, which often make participatory research and participatory
practice far from inclusive (Mohan 2002; Desai 2002), and sometimes conflictual. Communities
are generally not homogeneous or harmonious, and may be split in several dimensions (Mohan
and Stokke 2000; Cleaver 1999). Agrawal and Gupta (2005) illustrate how rural communities in
Nepal are often highly differentiated and stratified in terms of power, income, and social status,
including strong caste distinctions, whilst Sahu (2008) illustrates how heterogeneous class/caste
distinctions in India have meant that local irrigation schemes have often failed to deliver to the
poorest, and increased local conflict. Gender relations can also affect local power dynamics (Sharp
et al 2003). Goebel (1998) illustrates how, in Zimbabwe, men and women live in very different
‘resource worlds’, and that women’s access to certain natural resources is very much mediated
through their relationship with men. How both women and men use resources is then itself
embedded within unequal power relations at the local level. Twyman (2000) demonstrates
through research in Botswana that, at the community level, there can be different ethnic groups
and local sub-groups who are divided by cultural differences as well as language, and may have
complex and conflicting resource relations within the same area. Community values and ethics
may also come into conflict with certain development goals. For example, Aggarawal and Rous
(2006) show that prejudice towards people with HIV/AIDS in communities in India can enhance

the spread of the disease. Clearly then wealth, status, knowledge, social positions, ethics, and a
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host of other characteristics define the makeup of any community or group of people, which to
some degree challenges any notion of an actual ‘community’ as conceived by participatory
development theory, where it was assumed that some kind of community ‘consensus’ could be
reached through participation (Chambers 1994a). The idea of community has further come to
imply that those who are located within a certain geographical locality are assumed to be a part
of the ‘community’, when in fact the boundaries and the people that inhabit a particular locality
may be fluid and dynamic. Communities, family members, and associations will be spread among
networks beyond ‘the local’, whilst ‘outsiders’ to communities may exist within the same locality,
and be equally important for the local development context (Smith 2008). Often in the context of
environmental resource management, by assuming that local knowledges and traditions could be
the answer to local development problems, participatory theory further made the assumption
that such knowledges had existed, unchanging, and in ‘harmony’ with the local environment, for a
lengthy period of time (Leach and Fairhead 2000). More recent studies have shown, however,
that local traditions may themselves cause conflict amongst local people, as Chambers (2008)
illustrates with reference to fishing practices in the Cook Islands, even though they may have a
significant historical basis within their communities. The makeup of local communities, both in
terms of populations, knowledges and power structures can be dynamic and fluid over time.
These issues raise a host of questions for participatory development initiatives, about how
communities should be conceptualised, and how a more fluid, dynamic, and complex ‘community’

can be married with ideas about how development can be ‘done’ at the local scale.

Participatory development practice has further been critiqued for enhancing inequality at the
local level through, in some cases, enabling those who are more powerful, rather than assisting
those who are most marginalised. The public nature of participatory projects has been criticised
for not fully addressing these issues of local power dynamics (Kapoor 2002b). As much
participatory development and research is conducted in a public forum, with groups of people
from a ‘community’, it can be argued that local relations of power will simply be reproduced
through the participatory process, disguising the diversity of voices within any group. Potential
women participants may feel alienated from participatory research when the methods echo those
of ‘male forms of participation’, for example at village meetings (Sanderson and Kindon 2004).
Agrawal and Gupta (2005) have demonstrated how, when power over natural resources has been
decentralised to the local level in Nepal, it is wealthier, upper class castes who tend to
appropriate greater levels of benefit, as less well-off households often cannot afford (either
financially, or in terms of personal time) to participate. Myers (2002) also illustrates, with a case

study from Zanzibar, how participatory initiatives may cause greater conflict because they only
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serve to highlight how certain communities lacked social cohesion in the first place. Participatory
structures set up by external agents may also come into conflict with existing local power
structures (Myers 2002; Goebel 1998). There are many cases of where participatory projects have
been dominated by elite, powerful, and better-off individuals or groups, therefore either
enhancing existing power relations and wealth structures, or creating new ones (Anello 2003;
Blomley 2008; Brett 2003; Mercer 2002; Smith 2008). Mercer (2002, p104) understands local
participation as not an empowering, equitable, or inclusive activity at the local level, but instead
“participation is more usefully understood as an individual strategy for gaining access to social
status and material resources”. The pattern of who participates may be even more complex than
this, as often both the very poor and very rich do not participate, whilst it is those of higher to
middle wealth who do (Mercer 2002; Smith 2008). Cornwall (2002) highlights how few studies
have focused on exactly how ‘participatory spaces’ function, in terms of who is invited to
participate, who is excluded, and what exactly happens ‘within’ the space of participation in terms
of power dynamics between participants and others who are part of the ‘community’, but may
not be part of the participatory process. Unfortunately, it is often the case that participatory
research does not problematise the notion of community, or who participates, such that issues of

power and control in local groups are not overtly dealt with (Guijt and Shah 1998; Cleaver 1999).

Some critics have pointed to the uncertain theoretical and conceptual underpinnings of
participatory development as the problem behind some of these practical issues of power and
empowerment (Kapoor 2002b). Robert Chambers (1994c) asserted that much of PRA emerged
from empirical experience, rather than from theory, and that what theory accompanied PRA was
deduced from practice. However, Kapoor (2002b) suggests that this attitude towards theoretical
insights in participatory development has led to the whole enterprise being insufficiently
theorised and politicised, thus leading to the various situations described above, in which power
relations at the local level are not adequately dealt with. Kapoor argues that participatory
development has no ‘legitimating force’ (p105), or systematic rules, to govern participatory
actions. This means that there is no mechanism to prevent the powerful from assuming a
dominant position, for preventing the elite from capturing benefits, and maintaining their position
over already marginalised groups. There is the underlying assumption in participatory
development that the powerful will informally and voluntarily cede their positions of authority in
favour of collective benefit, placing onus on the “facilitator’ to mediate this (Kapoor 2002b). But,
as has been illustrated above, there is no guarantee that they will do this, nor that ‘local’ people
will necessarily operate democratically or inclusively (Jakimow 2008). Participation is assumed to

be empowering, but it is unclear who is to be empowered, and how this can be achieved in
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communities with diverse politics and power dynamics (Cleaver 1999), and, as Desai (2002) points
out, participation cannot be implemented in a vacuum, as all communities have an existing local
structure of political discourse (Green 2000), yet proponents of participatory methods do not
provide guidelines as to how these might be negotiated (Brett 2003). Kothari (2001) points out
how power operating through communities may be even more complex. For example, individuals
may adopt discursive and embodied articulations of power which have become readily accepted
as cultural norms, allowing local power relations and inequalities to become normative, and thus
they remain firstly very difficult to ‘detect’, but also, secondly, they may remain unchallenged.
Kothari argues that, if we accept (as poststructuralists do), that knowledge is produced out of
power relations, and, if participatory practitioners accept ‘local knowledge’ as some kind of
‘objective truth’, they risk reifying the local inequalities which have produced these knowledges.
Radcliffe (1994) also argues a similar point, that communication is not neutral, and that it is
instead born out of social relations of power, and thus knowledges expressed will reflect these. By
privileging the public, and the ‘community’ as the space of development, without providing a
critical method through which to cross-examine community power relations, participatory
development may simply re-enforce the current social relations of power at the community level.
This view of participation and power is, however, according to Kesby (2005), overly negative, and
leaves, just as poststructuralist arguments do, a large vacuum in the development agenda of how
to address these issues in practice. Kapoor, Kothari and others may have identified the lack of
legitimising force in participatory development, but what should fill this gap? And if participation
is a form of power, what should, if anything, ‘replace’ this? Kesby (2005) points out that whilst
participation does engender power (like any other social process), this does not mean that it
should be outright ‘resisted’, and he points out that, if power is unavoidable, then perhaps ways
need to be found of ‘working with’, as well as challenging power relations. Poststructuralism itself
offers some hope here, as it recognises that power is everywhere, and all actors hold a form of
power (Kesby 2007), and the outcomes of these and participatory processes can be very complex,
and not as simple as elites always ‘capturing’ benefits. Equally, whilst participation may not
resolve inequalities at the local level, neither is it the most oppressive form of governance. For
example, in the case of HIV/AIDS education, it may be more important to help local people resist
transmission of HIV than to urge them to resist the power effects of participatory HIV projects
(Kesby 2005). This still opens up a range of questions for participatory development, as to how we
can identify the power that marginal actors hold, and to what extent power relationships at the

local level may be ‘challenged’ by outside actors.
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2.2.4 Western values

Further criticism of participatory development has been aimed at its core values, accusing them of
being embedded within Western values, ethics, and morals. This in itself seems almost
paradoxical, as participatory development is founded on listening to the voices and knowledges of
the marginalised. Brett (2003) and Cornwall and Pratt (2003) point out that, firstly, participatory
projects are rarely demanded ‘from below’, but are instead often delivered from ‘outside’, and
again often demand that some form of organisation be set up which is different from the current
organisations in action within a particular community. These ‘participatory organisations’, for
example, ‘user groups’ for particular natural resources, often embody Western ideals of how such
organisations should operate, for instance, using democratic, ‘equitable’ negotiation. Such
organisations are frequently set up even when there are pre-existing systems in communities
(Schroeder 1999). Cornwall (2002) highlights how this makes some participatory projects not too
dissimilar to colonial administrations, where local decentralised government was not very
different to the type argued for by participatory theorists today, and, as colonial history has
shown, there is nothing inherently democratic about decentralised governance of this kind.
Cornwall (2002) further points out that those colonial administrations, like some contemporary
governments, have used community-based institutions to shunt provisioning burdens onto local
people, as Blomley et al (2008) has also shown in the case of Participatory Forest Management in
Tanzania®. Such participatory development projects may serve the purposes of those ‘above’,
imposing particular types on institutions, rather than forming institutions which are compatible or

congruent with local culture.

Secondly, participatory projects may embody ‘Western’ values, and in so doing impose them onto
local people, or may have agendas which are predetermined by ‘Western’ notions of what makes
‘good’ development. Easton et al (2000) illustrate how, whilst practices of ‘indigenous curricula’ in
schooling, which involves locally-determined school curriculum content, appear superficially to be

‘good’ due to their attention to local context, such concepts are heavily tainted from colonial

3Although | would argue that direct comparisons with colonial institutions would be going too far,
Cornwall’s (2002) point is that the principles of decentralised governance in some colonial administrations
are not dissimilar from the decentralisation apparatus argued for by participatory advocates, and that, in
both cases, decentralisation was and can be used to impose the will of the governing regime, rather than
promote genuine local decision-making (Cornwall 2002; Twyman 2000). Cornwall suggests too that colonial
anthropologists used techniques similar to ‘participatory methods’ to render native populations ‘legible’ to
colonial regimes, just as some critics of participatory development suggest that participatory methods only
serve to make local populations legible to Western academics (Mohan 2001). The argument is then that just
because ‘local’ institutions are a form of decentralised governance does not inherently make them
democratic or locally empowering, as previous colonial decentralised administrations have demonstrated
(Cornwall 2002).
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times when it was common to distinguish between ‘native’ education and that of the urban elite.
Both Green (2000) and Mercer (2002) show that, in the context of Tanzania, many development
programmes of a participatory ilk often rest on assumptions about what ‘development’ is, for
example, bettering local democracy, and focusing on local empowerment, which may contradict
the development goals of local people. Green (2000) finds that in southern Tanzania, ideals of
personal development include a range of lifestyle aspirations, some of which are material, such as
individually building a good house, others focusing on having a good education and good access to
healthcare. However, the emphasis is on the ‘personal’ and ‘individual’, rather than the collective
or community. Green (2000) argues that this is not unique to the area of study, and the work of
Mercer (2002) in northern Tanzania, and Sylvester (1999) in Zimbabwe, appear to confirm this,
suggesting that the development discourse of people in these areas again fits into this paradigm
of personal material development, rather than community empowerment. Kesby (2005) suggests
that, as well as the ideological goals, the methods synonymous with participatory research for
development also embody Western ways of knowing. Using diagrams, group discussions and a
‘relaxed perspective’ are all laden with Western values and priorities of what should be ‘known’,
and the practices adopted tend powerfully to govern the possibilities for behaviour and action.
Community members may also resist the ‘values’ associated with participatory practice, or find
‘western’ visions of empowerment incompatible with their current local culture and situation
(Briggs et al 2003; Sharp et al 2003). For example, participatory research that has focused on
female education (both in general school education and specific HIV/AIDS education) has
encountered resistance from men and women (Intili and Kissam 2006; Kesby 2007). The evidence
from these sources appears quite seriously to undermine the ideology of participatory
development. Whose ethics are ‘good’ or ‘bad’ is largely beside the point, what is important is
that, contrary to participatory claims of listening to local people, in fact there appears to be
evidence to suggest that ‘participation’ is imposed on local people as much as any other form of

development.

It is this argument that Agrawal (1996) picks up when questioning the more theoretical insights of
the poststructuralist development movement. He argues that poststructuralists only question
previous metanarratives, such as ‘development’ or ‘modernisation’ or ‘progress’, by resorting to
other metanarratives, including ‘participation’ and ‘empowerment’, created largely by Western
thinkers and practitioners. In many ways, ‘participatory development’ has become similarly
paradigmatic and institutionalised as other forms of development, with discourses and
‘buzzwords’ which are uttered, understood, and utilised to maintain and potentially widen the

gap between the ‘novice’ and the ‘expert’ (Cornwall and Brock 2005). Dossa (2007) argues that
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participatory development is no less a facade for imperialism, exploitation, and dependency as
any previous paradigm of development, as the discourses of participatory development cast
communities as passive agents awaiting emancipatory interventions. Such comparisons with
imperialism may be too extreme, and other authors such as McGregor (2007), and Sanderson and
Kindon (2004) more constructively use such arguments to critique how ‘participation’ has been
systematised and become routine in current development practice, leaving the role of the
professional ‘expert’ largely unchanged in practice and unable to embrace alternative
knowledges. Mohan (2001) argues that the Western academic production of participatory
development protects the authorial voice of the Western expert, whilst preserving the ‘local
community’ of the non-West as ‘other’. Much of this critique is itself not dissimilar to postcolonial
critiques of development (McEwan 2002), yet it is interesting that such critiques are not readily
applied to participatory development, perhaps reflecting the lack of communication between

postcolonial and development studies (Briggs and Sharp 2004).

2.2.5 Role of the State and NGOs

If participatory development picks up where poststructuralism left off, where there is a focus on
the ‘local’ scale of development, it also picks up several ‘hangups’ from poststructuralist thought,
in that in focusing on the ‘local’, there is a neglect of other actors beyond the local (Agrawal
1996), as Mohan (2001, p163) puts it: “Another effect of going local is that the state seems to
disappear”. In development more generally, the failure of Structural Adjustment Programmes and
the previous perceived failures of states to bring about development has led to the neglect of the
state as a viable agent of development, and increasingly they are bypassed by NGOs and
international organisations (Batley 2002). The rhetoric of participatory development reinforces
this trend, and in some cases ratifies NGOs as agents of development, whilst in other cases this
rhetoric ignores the agency of all actors beyond the ‘local’. An extreme case of this is represented
by post-development writers, for instance, Ferguson calls for ‘disengagement’ from the state and
other agents of development (Agrawal 1996). Whilst advocates for ‘the local’ point to the
importance of local agency for delivering development, others have argued that local agents often
lack control over external factors which impinge significantly on their lives (Sillitoe 1998b). Local
people may have little influence, as an individual community, on the wider political arena, yet
policies determined at the national level still affect people’s lives (Blaikie 2000). Others have
argued that for particular services, for example, water supply, the economies of scale at the level
of the nation state cannot be ignored, such that the state can deliver these services more

efficiently and at a lower cost than those at the ‘local’ level ever could do (Astana 2003). The state
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may also have positive role, utilising its power at the national level to bring about positive
developments at the local scale. Aggarawal and Rous (2006) discuss how the state can have a
positive role in education delivery relating to HIV/AIDS education in India, whilst Klooster (2002)
illustrates how the state can have an important bearing on forest use in Mexico, creating a
framework in policy through which community use and management can evolve. Astana (2003)
demonstrates that, despite the assertions of participatory writers, corruption may actually be
higher at the local level, such that decentralisation and local community control may actually
enhance inequality. Klooster (2000), again in the example from Mexico, also highlights how local
people may actually not have the skills, incentive, or capacity to manage local resources

themselves, in which case bodies beyond the local, such as the state, have an important role to

play.

Neglecting the role of the state not only ignores it as a positive force at the local and national
scale of development, but also risks not paying sufficient attention to how functions beyond the
local can act on local development in less positive ways. For example, Nelson and Agrawal (2008)
show that, in the case of the Tanzanian wildlife sector, the powerful interests of state actors,
accumulated over many year of building patronage networks around the sector, has led to current
community-based wildlife reforms largely marginalising local communities from the actual
decision making processes, despite the ‘participatory rhetoric’ that reforms appear to embody.
The same authors compare this with an example from Namibia, where community
decentralisation of wildlife management has been far more robust as public officials have less
investment in patronage networks. Comparing the two case studies clearly illustrates how the
structure of the state can both have positive and negative effects on local community
development. Research from other countries has shown similarly that the state can ‘co-opt’
participatory rhetoric to disguise a continuation of top-down, state-led approaches. For example,
Sahu (2008) illustrates how Indian irrigation schemes remain largely in state control despite
responsibility for them nominally passing to the ‘local community’, and Twyman (2000) shows
how ‘participation’ in natural resource management in Botswana has been ‘hijacked’ by the state
to reinforce top-down agendas. Mohan (2001) suggests that advocates of participation have
neglected both the positive and negative role of the state in part based on the liberal assumption
that participatory research, and a better understanding of ‘the local’ will make bureaucrats more
aware and in touch with locals. This makes very broad assumptions about the technocratic nature
of the state, that it will respond to ‘inputs’ in a rational and balanced manner, when in fact, as
several of the examples above demonstrate, power politics at the state level are just as important

for an understanding of how development works, as are power relations and politics at the local

28



level. Much of the apparent ignorance of the role of the state within the participation agenda
could be due to the movement’s lack of appreciation of power relations more generally, as
illustrated earlier in this chapter, much of early participatory work was inclined to neglect politics

at the local level, and this tendency has also be translated onto the wider political field.

Arguably, much of this neglect of the state has also been due to a lack of focus on scale. As
already discussed, participatory development is very much fixated on ‘the local’, which makes
programmes and projects conducted under its scope largely concerned with small-scale
development (Brett 2003). Kapoor (2002a) argues that such a critique could also be levelled at
postcolonial, post-development, and poststructuralist thinking, as all tend either to neglect, or fail
to examine fully, the important role of capitalism and economics, and that such thinkers cannot
assume that epistemological and theoretical deconstruction of prevailing development paradigms
and agencies means that they have ‘disappeared’ politically or practically. Focusing on ‘the local’
and ‘alternative’ participatory modes of development intervention assumes that poor people
should provide their own services, and ignores the benefits of the division of labour, and of
regional, national, and global cooperation (Brett 2003). This includes large-scale projects, such as
transport or education, and essential services, such as healthcare, all of which require complex
technology and decisions taken at a broader scale (Brett 2003). It might be misguided to assume
that local, participatory alternatives can somehow radically replace how currently complex
societies operate. Cleaver (1999) points out that this oversight in participatory development has
meant that the linkages between the individual and the local, and broader structures and
institutions beyond the local has, thus far, been ill-modelled, and needs significant attention from
research to resolve. Others have called for local scale interventions to be accompanied by
collective action at the wider scale (Kesby 2005), or to development ‘active partnerships’ across
scales (Brett 2003). However, such calls are short on detail as to how this might specifically be

done.

The broad participatory development movement has tended to embrace NGOs as agents for
participatory change, arguing that they have the advantage of being closer to poor people, that
they tend to promote participatory approaches, they better understand local contexts, and will
encourage local democracy, as well as being smaller, and therefore more flexible, efficient, and
cost effective than the state (Bashyam 2002; Mercer 1999). Working with NGOs also has
important ideological attractions not only for participatory advocates but also for donors and
governments. As Lewis (2002) argues, they offer a way for states to ‘roll-back’ their own services

and replace them with NGOs, whilst international donors understand them as able to bypass
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states which have previously failed to bring about ‘national development’. As with other aspects
of the participatory movement, the role of NGOs has become largely uncritically accepted as part
of the new ‘development orthodoxy’, and, as such, their position has not always been fully
critically examined. Some critical work on NGOs has begun to explore their role, and, as Bashyam
(2002) finds, their impacts are hugely mixed. Davies (2002), utilising one of the most
comprehensive surveys of NGO impacts, suggests that there is still a lack of reliable evidence to
indicate that, overall, NGOs make a positive impact on development. One of the key issues is that,
unlike governments which are (generally) democratically accountable, NGOs are often not
accountable either to the state in which they operate, or to the local people with whom they
work (Brett 2003; Lewis 2002). There are commonly no basic accountability mechanisms for
NGOs, which partly explains why their overall impacts, particularly locally, are so difficult to
determine. Lewis (2002) indicates that there is likely to be massive variation amongst NGOs, in
part because NGOs themselves are so varied. Within this variability are examples which are
conflicting with the participatory development ‘vision’ of how NGOs should be; for example,
NGOs can function bureaucratically and use formal procedures, and are not always ‘progressive’
(Desai 2002). Mercer (1999) highlights how, in the context of Tanzania, the plethora of NGOs, that
have recently sprung up across the country as the state has ‘opened up’ to them, are not
dominated by ‘grassroots’ organisations which represent the poorest, but are instead largely
urban, elite-centred organisations based in Dar es Salaam. Alumasa (2003) suggests that NGOs
have been, in some circumstances, responsible for commercialising participation, with
consultancies taking advantage of the need for ‘participatory middlemen’ who operate between
local communities and the state. Equally, NGOs may be co-opted by states to cover for service
provision left behind by ‘retreating states’, rather than acting as ‘empowering’ advocates of the
poor (Mercer 1999). Although this research has gone some way to examining the role of NGOs,
much remains to be done in terms of determining how NGOs function in the context of particular
projects and contexts, and what their place can and should be in driving participatory

development.

2.2.6 The outcomes of participatory projects

Critical research on participatory development has highlighted a serious lack of reporting of
where projects have failed (Brett 2003; Mercer 2002). Part of the problem, according to Davies
(2002), and Blomley et al (2008), among others, is that NGOs, who often are the drivers of
participatory projects, are poor at conducting evaluations. This raises questions about how

participatory practice can improve without critical reflection. The critical literature has begun to
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illustrate examples of where participation may have failed, and to shed light on why this is the
case. Cornwall and Brock (2005) discuss their experience of participatory local projects in Uganda,
where community members were simply ‘communicated to’ about local development goals at
meetings without any actual negotiation or discussion. Twyman (2000) finds that participatory
agendas in conservation management in Botswana have led to a ‘planner centred’ form of
participation, where goals, processes, and outcomes are defined again by those outside of the
community. These examples, among others, have led some critics to question seriously the
perceived benefits of participatory development. Goebel (1998) argues that there is currently no
way to assess the quality and reliability of participation, whereas Cleaver (1999) goes further to
argue that there is little evidence to show that participation has materially approved the lives of
the most marginal people, or that it is effective as a strategy for social change, such that evidence
for ‘empowerment’ relies on assertions of rightness from proponents rather than concrete proof
of outcome. Green (2000) discusses how participation and empowerment are difficult to assess
and evaluate, precisely because of their ‘moral’ weighting. Both are moral imperatives which have
not been fully critically examined, as discussed earlier, the key concepts of participation might
indeed be imbued with Western values, morals and ethics, and it may be important to examine
these critically against how local people, the recipients of development, perceive the significant
outcomes of development projects. Despite these critiques, it is still difficult to establish why
evaluation and reporting of impacts is currently poor. It may in part be due to institutional
reasons; for example, NGOs may not want to report ‘failures’ to funders as this may impact their
future funding, or it may be due to the difficulty of assessing participatory impacts in the short
term, when benefits may only play out over longer periods (Sillitoe 1998b). This area is again one
which is important for research to explore, not only to examine critically participatory outcomes,
but also to assess how such projects should be deemed to be ‘successful’ or otherwise (Twyman

2000).

2.2.7 Participation and space

One important omission from participatory development discourse which has been highlighted by
geographers is the lack of attention to space. Although this is apparent, as discussed above, in the
lack of attention to the different scales at which participation operates, such as those spaces
beyond the local, there is also a need for research to examine the spaces through which
participation takes place (Cornwall 2002). Kesby (2005) illustrates that participation and
empowerment are generally understood in temporal terms, similar to the linear mode of

‘enlightenment’ (and indeed, the linear mode of early modernist development paradigms), and
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this is compounded by the linearity of the project cycle. However, this temporal focus neglects
how patterns of power and empowerment might play out spatially. Cornwall (2002) suggests that
it is useful to think about ‘official’ or ‘invited’ spaces of participation, which exist alongside
‘unofficial’ or ‘popular’ spaces and spaces of everyday life, but highlights that these two are not
separable, and that no ‘newly’ created space can be entirely cleared of traces of social relations
that exist in others. This has important implications, as it draws attention to how existing relations
of power will be suffused through any spaces which are ‘introduced’. Kesby (2007) critiques
Cornwall’s taxonomy, suggesting that it dismisses the empowering potential of ‘invited’ spaces,
brought into being by external forces, and priviledges ‘popular’ spaces which, in emerging from
‘the local’, will somehow be more authentically empowering. According to Kesby (2007), although
invited spaces can have limited potential as there may be a limited sense of ‘ownership’ of such
spaces in the community, and they may be ‘risky’ in exposing an individual’s thoughts and
knowledges in public (Kesby 2005), this does not necessarily mean they lack empowering
potential. Different participatory spaces may in part determine the possible actions for different
social groups, for example, gender behaviour may be different from one space to another, which
might explain why particular participatory projects do not have the desired impacts, but equally
certain ‘invited’ participatory spaces can also open up new spaces for empowerment for
particular groups, including women, precisely because they are ‘outside’ the community space
(Kesby 2007). Kothari (2001) suggests that, up to this point, participatory development theory has
tended to ‘purify’ spaces of participation in terms of politics and power, when in fact, as the
examples above illustrate, such spaces may demand particular performances to be enacted,
whilst excluding others. How these different spaces interact is still a question which remains to be
answered, but it is one which Geography is well placed to research (Kesby 2007). Investigating the
spaces of participation may also reveal how empowerment is played out as a performance,
repeated in particular spaces (Kesby 2005), or to what extent such spaces are specific to

communities, and whether they might be replicated across different contexts (Sillitoe 1998b)

2.3 Local knowledge in development

The use of local knowledge in development has become a central part of the participatory
agenda, yet it is of significance as a subject of its own right in development, as the focus on local
knowledge raises questions about the nature of knowledge more generally, what development
should itself be about, and who should be driving development initiatives. Local knowledge is,
very simply, the knowledge that people who live in a particular place have about their area.

Outsiders, development ‘experts’, do not always know as much, or as much detail about a
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particular area, because they are often not from the localities within which they work. Until the
mid 1970s, those ‘experts’ of development took little notice of what those people (who
development was supposed to be for) actually knew, in line with modernist ideas of development.
The lineage of using local knowledge in development is then, like participation, relatively recent,
but to understand where this thought on local knowledge has come from, it is useful to consider
the longer history of Western engagement with ‘other’ knowledges. The positioning of these two
knowledges, either ‘Western’, or ‘local’ goes back beyond recent debates in development, and
these earlier conceptualisations have played a key role in how these knowledges are framed in

development at present (Smith 2011).

2.3.1 A history of local knowledge in and before development

In the classic post-World War Two development paradigm of ‘modernisation’, technology and
knowledge transfer from the West were understood as the solution to the problems of
development and poverty, and the local knowledge (often referred to as ‘indigenous knowledge’)
of people in the ‘Third World’ was dismissed as non-scientific, backward, and a part of the
problem (Blaikie et al 1996; Grillo 2002). In this sense, local knowledge was viewed as ‘anti-
development’ by the development establishment. However throughout the history of
development practice, it has become apparent that these strategies of ‘modernisation’ were
often highly irrelevant and inappropriate for the rural poor (Briggs et al 1999; Diawara 2000;
Donnell-Roark 1998). From the mid-1970s, the alternative development approaches to
‘modernisation’, including participatory approaches, instead highlighted the need to take account

of, and ‘use’ the knowledges of local people in development.

This was the advent of ‘local knowledges in development’, but beyond the confines of
development theory, the practices of differentiating local/indigenous knowledges from those of
the West have a much longer lineage. In an article on Arctic knowledges, Huntington and
Fernandez-Gimenez (1999) consider the historical uses of local knowledges. They highlight how
Western explorers of the Arctic used the local knowledge of Inuit people for making clothing,
building snow shelters, and, often employing them as guides, used their knowledge of the terrain.
Indeed this type of interaction is likely true of all Western 'explorers' from the 15" century
onwards, for example, European interactions with Native Americans. From the 1940s, scientists in
the Arctic used ‘indigenous’ people as field assistants, and although their use of this indigenous
knowledge went largely unrecorded (Huntington and Fernandez-Gimenez 1999), it serves to

illustrate how scientists/researchers/explorers from the ‘West’ were beginning to interact with,

33



and to differentiate between, the knowledge of ‘other’ local people, and those of their own. It is
here, in the first interactions between ‘Us’ and ‘Them’ that the separation in (modern) Western
thought begins between Western and ‘indigenous’ or ‘local’ knowledges. Beyond these
encounters, the prize for developing local knowledges as a legitimate focus for academic study
belongs to the discipline of Anthropology (Sillitoe 1998b). Anthropology is indeed rooted in
research into what ‘others’ know and practice, and has been doing so, as Sillitoe (1998b) argues,
for a greater part of a century. In the 1960s, anthropologists including Levi-Strauss were making
distinctions between ‘primitive’ and ‘modern’ cultures (Agrawal 1995). Wallerstein (1983) even
goes as far to contend that, before 1950 (coinciding with the beginnings of the ‘modernisation’
paradigm) the study of Africa was confined largely to the domain of Anthropology (although some
Geographers would probably disagree). Unlike the advent of local knowledge for development, in
Anthropology the study of these knowledges and practices was seen as an intellectual pursuit,
rather than being for development (Sillitoe 1998b). Local knowledge for development is different

from this, in that there is an implication that the study of local knowledge will effect some action.

If it is the current thinking in development that “to ignore people’s knowledge is almost to ensure
the failure of development” (Agrawal 1995, p2), how is it that the opinion of local knowledge has
changed so radically since the modernisation era, when the ‘backward’ practices of ‘the poor’
were understood as obstructive to progress? In reaction to the failings of top-down approaches to
development, ‘alternative’ theories and practices emerged from the mid 1970s, culminating in
‘participatory development’ (Binns et al 1997; Potter et al 2003). The methods and techniques
associated with participatory development, such as Rapid Rural Appraisal (RRA), which emerged
in the mid 1970s, surveyed local people's 'technical' knowledge to find 'solutions' to development
(Chambers 1994a). This approach later evolved into Participatory Rural Appraisal, which sought to
work with local people in a more participatory way (Potter et al 2003; Chambers 1994a). These
more participatory approaches advocated for the direct involvement of the recipients of
development, which necessitated accessing their knowledge of local issues in order not just to
better understand development problems, but also to reach more appropriate ‘local’ solutions
(Chambers 1994a, b, c). Local people participating in development therefore prioritises their
knowledges (McKinnon 2006), participation is itself about accessing and using these knowledges,
making participatory approaches to development and local knowledges intrinsically linked (Mosse
2001). Various studies have illustrated how detailed local knowledge is, from local people’s
knowledge of marine environments in Tanzania (Semesi et al 1998), to farmers’ knowledge of
soils and local environmental conditions in Malawi (Moyo 2009) and New Guinea (Sillitoe 1998a),

to detailed histories of local forestry in Cote d'lvoire and Sierra Leone (Leach and Fairhead 2000).
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From a broader perspective, however, we might see this attention to the knowledges of local
people as part of a wider, contemporary movement which spans beyond development. Leach et
al (2008) argue that the turn towards a more pluralist understanding of knowledge, underway in
development in the 1990s, parallels constructivist and feminist approaches that explored the
‘myth of science’, which illustrated how knowledge is highly situated (e.g. Haraway 1991; Latour
1986). McFarlane (2006) too highlights, through a reading of Foucault, that the attention to
marginalised knowledges is part of a wider ‘insurrection of subjugated knowledges’, or ‘local
critiques’ of ‘global theories’ like Marxism, Psychoanalysis, and, in the case of development, of
modernisation and dependency theories. McEwan (2002) demonstrates the important
connections between the local knowledge movement and postcolonial studies. Postcolonial
critiques sought to disrupt the legacy of colonialism and destabilise the dominant discourses of
the ‘West’, problematising the way things are ‘known’. All of these theoretical turns chime well
with poststructuralist approaches in development studies, which theoretically challenged the
fundamental Western assumptions of development (Escobar 1995), as, it was argued, the
Western thought which had driven development since the post-World War Two era had led to the
failure of development (Agrawal 1996). For poststructuralist thinkers, local knowledges offer
‘alternatives’. In this conceptualisation, Western assumptions about knowledge are
fundamentally destabilised. Science becomes just one form of knowledge (Briggs et al 1999),
losing its hegemonic position in recognition of many ‘other’ forms of knowledge (Briggs and Sharp

2004).

In the context of the web of theoretical heredity outlined here, local knowledge has been
heralded as one possibility for finding progress beyond Western development (Briggs et al 2007).
A further aspect of the movement for local knowledges in development is that they are not just to
ensure that development is more appropriate and effective, but that there is also a moral and
ethical right in their inclusion. For some, part of the aim of the local knowledges movement is to
foreground the voices of the poor and marginalised (Sanderson and Kindon 2004; DeGrauwe et al
2005), or to support part of the wider goals of the participatory movement (Pain 2004; Cornwall
2002). In the early stages of the incorporation and recognition of ‘local knowledges’, several
agencies including the World Bank (1998), in their widely-cited report, understood local
knowledge as a technical solution to be extracted, used locally, or transferred for the purposes of
development (Sillitoe 1998a; Briggs 2005). From this viewpoint, local knowledge is only an ‘asset’
held by the poor (Gorjestani 2000), a discrete parcel of knowledge. Instead, the now widely

popular conception at least in academic circles is that, by utilising knowledges through
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participatory means, a degree of empowerment can be engendered amongst marginalised people
at the local level (Blaikie et al 1996). Rather than simply ‘applying’ knowledge, the focus should be
on generating it locally (Jakimow 2008), through these processes shifting the site of
empowerment, and the site of development, to ‘the local’ (Mohan and Stokke 2000). For
example, Green (2004) illustrates how local solutions to the spread of HIV/AIDS, by encouraging
partner reduction through various social channels, have been more effective in the African

context than ‘global’ models of AIDS prevention (such as condom use).

2.3.2 A critical approach to local knowledges

The highly positive way in which the local knowledge agenda was greeted within both the
development and research community led to a whole range of agencies, NGOs, and states taking
‘local knowledge’ on board (e.g. the World Bank, 1998). As the use of local knowledge for
development has become an essential part of the rhetoric of development practitioners, so a
critique has emerged as to how this has been employed in practice and alongside it a critical
approach to the theoretical justification for the use of local knowledge. Firstly, much of the earlier
(and still current) writing has tended to romanticise the notion of ‘local knowledge’ (Adams et al
1994). This is perhaps a throwback to the anthropological study of local knowledges, which,
according to Wallerstein (1983), tended to focus on the a-historical nature of indigenous people,
and the unchanging nature of their societies. In development discourse, local knowledges are
constructed in particular ways; for example, they are often viewed as being ‘in harmony’ with
nature, such that communities are able to exist sustainably with their natural environment (Leach
and Fairhead 2000, and for examples of where this trend is still apparent, see Steiner and Oviedo
2004). Early work on local knowledges tended to see the knowledges themselves, and the
communities from which they emerged, as timeless, unchanging, evolving in isolation from
‘outside’ influences, and therefore fundamentally rooted in ‘the local’. By implication, such
knowledges are understood as inherently ‘good’ or ‘useful’. Several critical studies have
challenged this view. Local knowledges do change over time, for many reasons, outlined by Blaikie
et al (1996) to include the influence of rapid population growth, migration, disasters, and
environmental change. Empirical studies have shown that knowledges respond dynamically to
changes (Briggs et al 1999; Ortiz 1999). Most societies have not evolved in complete isolation
(Chambers 2008), as historically most communities have interacted with the ‘outside’ (Grillo
2002). Critics argue that essentialising and romanticising about local knowledges in this way is
dangerous (Goebel 1998), as it can lead to ‘ethnic triumphalism’ (Bourdillon 2004) in which all

local knowledges are seen to have worked perfectly well in the past, so they should continue to

36



do so. Furthermore, when ‘the local’ is understood as essentially ‘good’, the role of ‘outside’
knowledges is neglected. As well as implicitly accepting the ‘status quo’ and denying change
(Kapoor 2002), there is also a danger of rejecting anything that does not stem from ‘the local’,

including anything which may come from ‘Western science’ (Erdelen et al 1999).

A clear problem with assuming that local knowledges are always appropriate for local
development is that these knowledges are never critically assessed. In some cases, local
knowledges and practices may be restrictive, conservative, lined with misconceptions and
prejudices, or may reflect a lack in local capacity to deal with a particular issue (Chambers 2008).
Bodeker et al (2000) illustrate that local traditional healers and the medicines they use may be
completely inappropriate for dealing with HIV/AIDS, as they may be based on local superstitions
and prejudices which can persecute those who are HIV positive. Local prejudices about HIV/AIDS
may encourage the spread of the disease, as they can prevent communication about the
associated dangers (Kesby 2000a). Studies have also shown that local practices of resource use
may not lead to that particular resource being used sustainably, for example in forestry resources
(Klooster 2002), or in wetland management (Dixon 2001). Other authors have gone so far as to
suggest that there is a lack of conclusive evidence that development based on local knowledge
equals ‘better’ local development (Brett 2003; Cleaver 1999; Jakimow 2008). They argue that
there is little evidence that initiatives based on local knowledge actually improve material
conditions, suggesting local knowledge perspectives are employed on ethical and moral grounds,
rather than because of overwhelming evidence of their success. Local people may not always
have the capacity to implement local solutions (Andersson et al 2003; Munyanziza and Weirsum
1999). Local people may need training, guidance, knowledges, or materials from outside of their
communities in order to achieve significant change (Anello 2003). Bebbington's (2000) work in
Ecuador offers a useful balance to these arguments. By contesting that “almost everything in
development is 'coproduced" (Bebbington 2000, p514), Bebbington suggests that local people
must engage 'externally', over a range of networks that extend beyond the local, as a part of their
individual and collective development. Rather than assume that local knowledges exclusively hold
the 'answer' to development, recognition must be given to where the practices of development
interventions, from the state, churches, or NGOs, may open up new spaces and opportunities for
local people (Bebbington 2000; Brett 2003). Such arguements therefore acknowledge that there
are limits to what local people can be expected to know, and that solutions do not emerge solely

from local knowledges.
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More recent research on local knowledges has begun to recognise its previously neglected
political dimensions. Where previous work suggested that local knowledges were held
‘collectively’ (Sillitoe 1998b), in reality local communities are often far from consensual and
homogeneous (Cleaver 1999; Green 2000), and therefore do not produce a uniform ‘knowledge’
(Bourdillon 2004). Indeed, there may be significant conflict amidst ‘the local’ about
understandings of particular issues (Brett 2003; Goebel 1998). A number of studies have shown
how the knowledges of women are significantly different from those of men largely because of
different gender roles in local societies (Briggs et al 2003; Myers 2002; Goebel 1998). Local
knowledges are also highly political (Blaikie et al 1996), in the case of gender roles, what is known
and done locally can be bound up with maintaining male hegemony (Bourdillon 2004). The
political nature of local knowledges then serves to highlight how knowledge within local
communities is intimately entangled with power, which in itself is tied to, and a constituent of,
social difference (Diawara 2000; Green 2000). Although this is perhaps a lesson which
development perspectives should have learnt from postcolonial studies some time ago (Briggs
and Sharp 2004; Sylvester 1999; Sharp and Briggs 2006), now it is well recognised, at least in
academic research (Desai 2002; Jakimow 2008). Myers (2002) and Tobison et al (1998) both
illustrate this point well with case studies from Zanzibar, which highlight how political divisions
within communities, poor local leadership, and a lack of social cohesion have led to conflict over
natural resource use at the local level and a failure to maintain resources sustainably. Their
evidence flies very much in the face of the poststructuralist and post-development theorists, such
as Escobar (1995) and Ferguson (1994), who have put considerable faith in ‘alternatives’ to

Western development appearing from the ‘grassroots’ (Sylvester 1999).

Further to this, earlier local knowledges work has been criticised for constructing binaries
between ‘local knowledge’ and ‘Western science’, quite possibly again inherited from the
anthropological tradition, or even from historical ‘encounters’ with ‘others’. Earlier research
suggested that ‘local’ and ‘Western’ knowledges differ on substantive, methodological and
epistemological grounds, particularly as local knowledges are deeply rooted in the local
environment (Agrawal 1995). However, such claims are wrought through with echoes of the
colonial past, taken to an extreme they might suggest that there are somehow differences in the
thought processes of those of the ‘West’ and the ‘Others’ (Sillitoe 1998b). Separating these two
‘knowledges’ essentially fails because it seeks to separate and fix in time and space particular
knowledges that can never be so separated and fixed (Agrawal 1995; 1996). It becomes
impossible to distinguish the difference between science and non-science when we take into

account the influence of ‘local knowledges’ on the development of science (e.g. Huntington and
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Fernandez-Gimenez 1999). Likewise, many communities combine both local and ‘outside’
knowledges in pragmatic ways (Briggs 2005; Moyo 2009), and essentialising either knowledge into
one category or another is fundamentally unhelpful. Indeed, if we compare such a discursive
binary with other such constructs, for example the distinction between ‘First’ and ‘Third’” Worlds,
between the ‘Local’ and the Global’, or between ‘Society’ and ‘State’, it becomes apparent that
constructing such a dichotomy is not only unhelpful but also, according to McFarlane (2006),
ridiculous. On top of this developing critique of how local knowledge is theoretically constructed
has been a critical approach to how local knowledge is used in and for development. From the
early stages of its entry into development discourse, local knowledge was seen as highly local, and
agencies such as the World Bank were critiqued for assuming that it could be taken ‘out of
context’. However, if we take this critique to its logical conclusion, and local knowledge is then so
place specific in its utility, how can it then be used realistically as a ‘development tool’ (Briggs et al
2007), or at a scale beyond the local (Sillitoe 1998b)? The answer to this question partly lies in the
‘non-local’ nature of local knowledge. Green (2000) argues that in fact local knowledge is

constructed very much from beyond the community. Green (2000, p74) goes on to argue,

“The eclectic nature of what people in an area actually 'know' implies that 'local
knowledge' is neither inherently 'local’ in its orientation and application, nor in its origins,
which are not confined to a single self-generating source or range of practices. People
living in rural areas listen to radios, attend schools and travel widely to work and visit

relatives.”

This suggests that knowledge derived ‘locally’ can still have a part to play in influencing other
knowledges beyond the local. There has further to this been a well recognised disjuncture
between the rhetoric of local knowledge inclusion by various development agencies and their
actual practice (Jakimow 2008). Although many agencies of development now include ‘local
knowledges’ in their policies and plans, in practice the institutional conditions of states, NGOs and
academic researchers often prevent the incorporation of multiple voices. As McKinnon (2006)
illustrates in a case study of Northern Thailand, and Twyman (2000) in relation to participatory
conservation initiatives in Botswana, it is all too easy to adopt the rhetoric, yet in practice this
often hides the ‘standard’ development approach, sometimes even hiding discourses of

subordination and manipulation.
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2.3.3 The methodological challenge

The local knowledge perspective raises a number of interesting challenges for those conducting
research. Researchers must initially tackle the question of exactly how local knowledge can be
studied, how it can be recorded or experienced, and at what scale (both temporal and spatial) it
exists. Several studies have discussed the problem of expression of knowledge in the spoken word
form, for example, what is spoken can be tied up with what local people may expect an ‘outsider’
wants to hear (Mosse 2001; Andersson et al 2003), leading us to question if what is expressed
verbally can be directly correlated with what is known. Indeed, knowledge may be expressed as
embodied performance (Briggs and Sharp 2004), or may be considered a skill rather than a spoken
‘knowledge’ (Sillitoe 1998a). These questions have stimulated a range of experiments with
research methods; for example, Kesby (2000a) uses participatory diagramming to deal with the
sensitive issue of HIV/AIDS in communities in Zimbabwe. Similarly, Pain (2004) has illustrated how
combining photography and the spoken word allows young people to express their knowledges. A
range of participatory and participant observation techniques has been seen to be highly
appropriate, as they go ‘beyond’ the spoken word in allowing participants to express themselves
in different ways, often in collaboration with, rather than directed by, the researcher (Kesby
2000b). These methods themselves are problematic in their ‘public’ and ‘collective’ nature, which
may simply rehearse local power relations and the marginality of some who may feel that, in
public, they cannot speak out (Cleaver 1999). Without significant attention to local power
dynamics the research process itself may engender conflict (Sillitoe 2000; Tobison et al 1998;
Timsina 2003). Such techniques also often focus on the ‘moment’, a discrete point in time and
space, in which knowledges are expressed in the instant of research. Anthropologists may contest
the discrete nature of many recent local knowledge studies, which miss the longitudinal nature of
knowledge change over time (Intili and Kissam 2006). Davidson (2010) goes even further, to
question, in the light of the particular cultures of knowledge she identified amongst rural Diola in
Guinea-Bissau, the assumption that those 'asking' about an individual’s knowledge have a right to
an 'answer'. Davidson highlights the highly 'secretive' nature of Diola public life, that in many
circumstances it is socially damaging to 'know' something publicly, and that asking about what an
individual knows may seriously challenge local cultural norms. This complicates the assumption
that the pursuit of knowledge is an unequivocal right, an assumption which underlies the local
knowledge agenda (Davidson 2000). The challenge still remains then, of how local knowledge
should be accessed by researchers, and what methods are the most appropriate for this task, and

whether, more fundamentally, there is an existing right to access such knowledge.
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Beyond accessing knowledge, local knowledge perspectives further question the place of the
researcher not only in the field but also in the process of representation. By positioning local
people as those who are knowledgeable, the traditional role of the academic/researcher as the
‘expert’ is significantly destabilised, instead becoming a ‘“facilitator’ of knowledge creation (Goebel
1998). Such a position, as with participatory development, rejects the notion that the ‘expert’
knows best (Mohan and Stokke 2000), and at the same time changes the site of the expert, not
bestowing the title instead on local people, but rather inducing a multiplication of sites of the
expert, acknowledging the ways in which knowledge is constructed through multiple actors
(Jakimow 2008). Much of this is all very well in theory, but how this exactly translates into practice
remains to be fully realised. Firstly, the power relations between the research subject and the
researcher have not (arguably) fundamentally changed. The communication of local knowledge
from local people to and through research is shaped by the context of that research, much of
which is still determined by the researcher (Radcliffe 1994). Even with participatory-type
methods, there is still a danger that a very specific type of local knowledge is constructed
(Sanderson and Kindon 2004). McFarlane (2006) and Sylvester (1999) usefully here point to the
postcolonial critique of representation, and highlight Spivak’s much cited concern for speaking for
the subaltern. Spivak argues that the subaltern (in this case, our ‘marginalised’, ‘local’ subject) is
always caught in translation (subjected to being translated through Western discourse), and
therefore they cannot speak. Such a critique is rather damning for those wishing to ‘represent’
local knowledges, as ultimately any process of representation serves to secure the marginality of
those the researcher wishes to represent. This seems overly pessimistic, and positive moves have
been made in methodology in terms of moving beyond ‘extraction’ of local knowledge (Alumasa
2003) to a more collaborative, reflexive toolkit of research methods that have allowed those who

take part in research in the Global South to self-represent (Pain 2004).

2.3.4 The contribution of Geography

Research on local knowledges, is, by its nature, an interdisciplinary venture, which, according to
Sillitoe (2004), should draw not only from the social sciences but also from virtually all fields of
science. Geography, as a subject which branches both into the human and natural sciences, is well
placed to offer a significant contribution to our understanding of what people know locally, and
how this may become part of local development (Leach et al 2008). Geographers further have a
lineage of dealing with the complexity of how knowledge is tied up in social organisation (Adams
et al 1994), and many of the methodological techniques advocated for in local knowledge

research, for example, participant observation, and various qualitative methods, are already
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familiar to geographers (Pain 2004). Human and Social Geography has an important role to play in
spatialising debates about local knowledge, as they do with participatory development, and,
through this, analysing the relationships of power inherent in knowledge production and use. The
work of Kesby (2000a; 2000b; 2005; 2007) has highlighted the divergence in knowledges about
HIV/AIDS between women and men in Zimbabwe, considering how knowledge is expressed in
relation to social roles and social inhibitions, and therefore the ways in which gendered power
relations govern knowledge production and expression. Goebel (1998), and Briggs et al (2007), in
the contexts of Zimbabwe and Egypt respectively, have further highlighted how knowledge can be
highly gendered, but importantly how gendered knowledges are constituted through and by
gendered spaces. Again in the context of Egypt, Sharp et al (2003) have illustrated that the roles
of women are highly dynamic and that their knowledges are linked to changing spatial practices,
themselves tied to changes in the local environment. To return to the work of Kesby (2007), but
also expressed thought the work of Sharp et al (2003), there is an important discussion of how
spaces and knowledges associated with the marginalised should be conceptualised. Both sets of
authors suggest that there is a tendency to associate local knowledges of the marginalised with a
‘resistance’ to Western hegemony, or indeed a ‘resistance’ to local relationships of power. In
reality, this is quite false, as changes in knowledge and practice, for example, for local women,
may not be acts of resistance to male dominance but may be bound up with survival strategies,

some of which may be viewed locally as ‘disempowering’.

Other geographers have drawn attention to how local people may conceptualise certain ‘taken
for granted’ concepts in development. Mercer (2002) illustrates how local people may use ‘local
knowledges’ in development projects for individual, rather than collective, gain, and value
material empowerment, rather than ‘fuzzy’ ideals of ‘empowerment’ associated with the local
knowledges/participation movement. This adds up, for Mercer, to a unique ‘development
subjectivity’, which may disrupt ‘Western’ preconceived values. McFarlane (2006) takes up similar
conceptual problems, critiquing how development knowledges are produced in the West, which
reproduces established knowledge binaries. McFarlane instead argues for a radical attempt to be
made to engage with different kinds of knowledge and ways of knowing, rather than a liberal
attempt to integrate local views into a given position. This is indeed a task for Human
Geographers in development research, to advance new ways of imagining research and places,
and to discover how the world looks, and indeed to consider how to represent the world from,
‘other’ locations. Geography’s long association with studies of resource use and agriculture may
be key to an understanding of how local knowledges are associated with these specific issues.

Moyo (2009), through a study of farmers in Malawi, illustrates the dynamic nature of local
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knowledges in response to changing environmental conditions. Moyo highlights how farmers
conduct their own cropping experiments, evaluating ‘introduced’ agricultural technologies based
on what works locally. Such a focus serves to demonstrate how local farmers are active agents in
re-producing local knowledge, which is illustrative not only of an already present dynamic
interaction between ‘outside’ and ‘local’ knowledges, but that also local people are not ‘passive’
in receiving knowledges and technologies. Moyo also makes a keen observation, that farmers do
not care where knowledges come from, they simply want and will use what works best. This again
is important in disrupting the moral and ethical imperative often implicit in arguments from

advocates of alternatives to development.

2.3.5 The future of local knowledges

There still remains work to be done on improving our understanding of how (local) knowledges
are (re)produced across, through and in space. If local knowledges are constituted not just from
‘the local’, then how are particular knowledges communicated and constructed across distance
(Dixon 2001)? Conversely, if ‘local’ knowledges are constructed through networks across space,
how much are they then rooted in the local context (Blaikie et al 1996; Easton 2004)? Agrawal
(1995) draws our attention to the fact that knowledges do exist both temporarily and spatially,
yet we cannot fix knowledge either in time or space, which is apparent for both ‘local’ and
‘scientific/Western’ knowledges, bringing into question the spatial scale at which knowledges
might operate. Green (2004) suggests that there may be a ‘national’ scale of ‘local’ knowledge,
citing the distinctly Ugandan (or perhaps, African) approach to HIV prevention, or a distinctly
‘Tanzanian’ approach to development aspirations (Green 2000). More research is clearly needed
here to broaden ‘the local’ to account more fully for how (local) knowledge is constituted, and to

expose their links, networks and spatiality.

Although there have been calls to move ‘beyond’ the bounded realms of knowledge constructed
through the dichotomy of Western/local (Jones 2000), the actual practicality of really ‘blending’ or
providing negotiated dialogue between knowledges appears only to occur in a slim number of
pioneering research studies and projects (e.g. Easton and Belloncle 2000). One avenue yet to be
fully explored is to challenge the ‘place’ of both of these knowledges (Chambers 2008). Western
knowledges are commonly conceptualised as ‘placeless’, ‘global’, counterposed to the rooted
nature of local knowledge ‘in place’. However, science is neither monolithic nor hegemonic (Leach
and Fairhead 2000; Diawara 2000), it is as culturally embedded as ‘local’ knowledges. Clearly then,

there is an important step which has yet to be fully made in development practice, in which
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practitioners must think quite differently about science and ‘technical’ knowledge (Leach et al
2008). There are further questions here about what is learnt and the process of learning beyond
the ‘local’ scale, for example, McFarlane (2006) argues that the ‘South’ is still largely understood
as a place to which knowledge goes, and little has been done practically to build relationships of
exchange (Jones 2000). What McFarlane (2006) suggests is required as a practical step is to begin
to open channels to learn indirectly, arguing that much constructive learning occurs
circumstantially, unexpectedly, rather than through formal, designed learning opportunities. The
challenge remains to build these kinds of linkages proactively and with this to understand how

knowledges interact and are constituted through such channels (Ortiz 1999).

Kesby et al (2006) very effectively reveal that certain areas of local knowledge study remain
relatively ‘taboo’ in research studies, for example, sexual knowledge and practice, particularly
relating to young people, remains poorly studied, yet an understanding of these is vital in
development for research into HIV/AIDS prevention. Similarly, ‘other’ categories of knowledge,
within and beyond the local, remain relatively ignored, including how religious conviction, or
indeed local practices of witchcraft, interacts with local knowledge (Easton 2004). There has been
little work on how local people themselves begin to delineate between what they conceive as
traditional/modern/religious knowledges. Whilst there has been substantial research on
gendered knowledges, there have been comparatively few studies into other social groups,
particularly young people (Bourdillon 2004). More broadly, there remains a gap in the critique in
examining how certain local knowledges may be privileged above others in the development
process, and exploring how local knowledges create exclusions and differentiation amongst
societies. The work of Davidson (2010) begins to investigate this ground through illustrating how,
amongst communities in Guinea-Bissau, elder woman maintain control over particular realms of
knowledge, for example concerning pregnancy and birth, which act to exclude and maintain
power over younger women. Knowledge then can be privileged within communities (Davidson
2010), and whilst there has been substantial critique of who is included or excluded in
participatory development, this has not been mirrored in critiques of local knowledge, where we
should be asking 'whose knowledge counts?' within communities. Other authors have probed the
avenues of thinking about local knowledge and its dynamic nature through the process of
learning. For example, Easton (1999; 2004) and Easton et al (2000) illustrate how local schooling
may have a significant role in the current and future interaction of knowledges. For geographers,
it is important here to develop an understanding of how sites and places of learning are
constitutive of, but also constituted by, the interactions that take place through and within them.

The focus of local knowledge enquiry can then shift to be more focused on learning, how
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knowledge is acquired and reworked, as well as what role channels of education can play

(Lucarelli 2001; Pence and Shafer 2006).

2.4 Education and development

Education development offers a lens through which to examine some of these key questions for
both participation and local knowledge in development. Although much of the work on
participatory practices and research has focused on marginal social groups, such as women and
marginalised ethnic/caste/class groups, comparatively little attention has been given to young
people (Kesby et al 2006; Bourdillon 2004). This is despite the fact that the importance of young
people to livelihoods in many third world contexts has been well recognised, including at the
international level, through the UN convention of the Rights of the Child (1989), and the African
Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child (1992) (Bourdillon 2004), as well as several
research studies (Harpham et al 2005; Mayo 2001; Kesby et al 2006; Katz 2004). Attention to
young people in development dates back further than this, as Porter and Abane (2008) point out,
in the 1970s ‘child-to-child’ approaches to health education were being implemented with some
success. However, Mayo (2001) argues that, although inclusion of the marginalised is seen as a
priority for participatory development, children are often perceived as a ‘different category’, and
generally their participation is not on the agenda. That young people are being ignored is
problematic, in the first part because for many countries in the Global South young people make
up a very significant proportion of the population (Harpham et al 2005), for example, in Tanzania
44% of the population are under 15 (NBS Tanzania 2006), in Zimbabwe, by way of comparison,
this figure is very similar at 45% (Kesby et al 2006). Young people are often essential for the
maintenance of family livelihoods in the Global South. For instance, in Zimbabwe it is young
people who are the key water collectors for households, yet they are not involved in development
planning processes (Bourdillon 2004). Young people are also becoming important active agents in
communities where adult populations are increasingly incapacitated due to the AIDS epidemic
(Bourdillon 2004). Yet children, despite their apparent agency, are also particularly vulnerable
among the poor, and dimensions of their poverty should, according to Harpham et al (2005)
include their access to education, as educational attainment is linked specifically to poverty. Intili
and Kissam (2006) highlight how in Afghanistan over half of young people are significantly
compromised in functional literacy, a fact that has wider implications for the stability of Afghan

society, and the country’s future economic viability.
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There is an acceptance, then, amongst international bodies, but also from academic research, that
young people need significantly more focus on as a marginal group in the development process.
Mayo (2001) illustrates that there has been an increased focus on listening to young people’s
voices, and that their participation may work towards ethical/moral goals of promoting young
people’s ‘empowerment’. Others have described how the local knowledge of young people has
also become important (Pence and Schafer 2006; London et al 2003; Katz 2004), for example,
engaging young people through participatory research methods (or ‘child-centred’ research), can
promote ‘empowerment’ through allowing young people to plan and carry out their own research
(Porter and Abane 2008), and effectively analyse their own livelihoods and needs (Mayo 2001).
Pain (2004) and London et al (2003) illustrate how participatory research can uncover the
experiences of young people which, importantly, are significantly different from those of adults.
Whilst such studies are pioneering, Bourdillon (2004) highlights that the ability of young people to
express themselves in the world of adult politics is still very limited, whilst Pence and Schafer
(2006) point out that it is very difficult to integrate the knowledge of local young people into
development interventions because institutions are not set up to listen to young people. Porter
and Abane (2008) show that, again despite the increased focus on young people in development,
their needs are still largely unknown in particular sectors, citing the example of young people’s
transport needs as a case in point. They suggest that development research has failed to engage
fully with young people’s issues. This is in part because working with young people comes with a
range of ethical concerns, as well as particular challenges, such as the competence of young
people to engage in research (Porter and Abane 2008). Kesby et al (2006) argue that academic
research has not gone far enough in recognising ‘other’ childhoods, those which are quite
different from Western ideals of childhood, yet recognising and working with these raises ethical

issues with which, as yet, few researchers have been keen to engage.

Debates around local knowledges have frequently also crossed over into research and practice
that focus on young people and education, not only in terms of learning about young people’s
local knowledges, but also through considering how various forms of education interact with, and
may be a vehicle for, local knowledge. This debate calls into question how local knowledges are
‘passed on’ from one generation to the next, and what role formal (but also other forms) of
education might have in this process. Easton et al (2000, p142) argue that “For Indigenous
Knowledge to have significant bearing on the future of West African societies, it must gain some
currency in schools”. However, they also highlight how there is significant resistance within the
education sectors of African societies to embrace local knowledge. They suggest that it is more

likely that local knowledges are passed on through nonformal and informal education

46



programmes, which are targeted at community needs. More radically, “traditions of indigenous
knowledge and learning may themselves offer models or patterns for organising the provision of
education” (Easton 2004, p9), which suggests that local knowledge may offer a model for
education locally, for example, by delivery though local language, or delivered by locally skilled
people. There has, Easton et al (2000) argue, been an increased recognition of the legitimacy of
such approaches, eroding the hegemony of the ‘Western curriculum’, and opening space for
‘alternative’ modes of education. There is also an acknowledgment that formal education in
African communities remains largely decontextualised (Easton 2004), a hangover from systems
based on ‘Western’ models, implying that there is still quite considerable work to be done in
terms of considering how local knowledge might ‘contextualise’ or be integrated with education

systems.

Debates around education in development hav