TO JAY, KIM AND KITTY

The Case for Participation as Tyranny
Bill Cooke and Uma Kothari

The Purpose of this Boolk

This book follows on from a conference with the same title held at the
Institute for Development Policy and Management at the University of
Manchester, organized by the two editors of this book and our colleague
Phil Woodhouse. At a very basic level the impetus for the conference came
from our growing discomfort at the dissonance between a number of
conversations we had been having, which we were aware were also taking
place elsewhere, and the received wisdom about the overwhelming benefits
of participation in development.

These private conversations were with other participatory practitioners
and with ‘participants’, and with people outside or on the margins of
development and Development Studies. The conversations with prac-
titioners and participants were often characterized by a mildly humorous
cynicism, with which tales were told of participatory processes undertaken
ritualistically, which had turned out to be manipulative, or which had in
fact harmed those who were supposed to be empowered. The conversations
with disciplinary outsiders, on the other hand, were typified by an irritation,
at times bordering on anger, at the way in which a conceptually isola-
tionist participatory development establishment had chosen to ignore the
challenges posed by their particular understandings and analyses of
participatory orthodoxy. '

Despite our participation in these conversations we found ourselves, in
our roles as workers in the development industry, more often than not
promoting and perpetuating the received wisdom. Of course, as academics,
we claimed that our work was informed by a critical understanding of
participatory development. However, the criticisms we raised were often at
the level of problems of technique, or about how the practitioner should
operate, We did not do justice to the scale or depth of the criticisms and
concerns being voiced privately, nor could we see, in the practice of
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participatory development, many others doing so (although there have been,
as we note below, admirable exceptions). We came to realize that the very
difference between private and public accounts of participatory develop-
ment was in itself cause for concern.

Our primary aim with this book is to provide a set of more rigorous
and critical insights into the participatory development discourse than has
hitherto been the case, through a conceptual and ideological examination
of its theory, methods and practices. There are four reasons for doing this
through a book. First, we wanted to provide a stimulus that would help
the conversations mentioned above develop as arguments in terms of depth
and rigour, Second, we wanted these arguments to be put on the record.
This is not just because they are of value in their own right, but because
for all the rhetoric of ‘handing over the stick’, authority and the ability to
have one’s position taken seriously in participatory development appear to
be closely related to the power to publish. Third, we wanted to provide an
arena where the hitherto marginalized voices of practitioners and of those
outside the orthodoxy could assemble and, it was hoped, in (metaphorically)
speaking together, increase their chances of being heard. Fourth, while we
knew that the chapters in the book reflected a diversity of authorial
experiences and perspectives, we suspected that alongside this diversity
and difference common themes would emerge. We wanted to demonstrate
the different strands of the critique and at the same time show the ways
in which together they provide a serious and fundamental challenge to
participatory approaches and demand at best their rethinking, if not their
abandonment.

This introduction will map out, on a chapter by chapter basis, how
this diversity of perspectives on participation challenges the participatory
development orthodoxy. It will also identify what for us, as editors, are
the common and mutually reinforcing themes among the chapters (re-
cognizing that there are others that other contributors and readers will
identify). But before we do this, however, we want to explain — and
justify — our use of the word ‘tyranny’ in the title. Building on this
explanation we then want to acknowledge that the orthodoxy is not without
its own reflexive self-criticism. This is, however, limited in scale and
scope, and serves, perhaps unintentionally, to pre-empt more profound
critique, as the contrast with the subsequent summary of the individual
chapters demonstrates,
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Why Tyranmy?

Our choice of title was, in part, a sharp reaction to the humorous,
almost light-hearted way in which we expressed our unease with par-
ticipatory approaches to development. This, we came to feel, was serving
as a release valve that enabled us, and perhaps other practitioners too, to
articulate and share worries about participatory development, and at the
same time minimize their significance. That we behaved in this way
reflected, perhaps, a tacit anxiety about the consequences of having to
challenge a set of practices to which the major development institutions,
powerful individuals within them, and perhaps most importantly, people
who are good friends of ours, are committed. These potential consequences
may of course have been fantasized (we hope so), but it is with some
trepidation, reinforced by supportive colleagues who nevertheless advised
that we ‘be careful’, that we now publish this book.

Perhaps our title seems incongruous with this supposed uneasiness, and
no doubt we might be accused of letting the irritation and anger we
mentioned get the better of us. We are certainly aware that ‘Participation:
The New Tyranny?” has not endeared us to some in the development
world. However, the term ‘tyranny’ is both necessary and accurate. It is
necessary because the manner in which participation has been critiqued,
and the language with which this has been done, has clearly thus far failed
to affect, qualitatively or quantitatively, the apparently inexorable spread
of participation in development. Clearly argued and quite profound
analyses, exemplified in the work of Stirrat (1997) or Mosse (1994, 1996)
have largely been ignored and have had little or no apparent impact on
mainstream discourse and practice. We felt it necessary, therefore, to use
language that would be harder to ignore. The accusation that has been
levelled — that our use of the word tyranny is attention-secking — is
therefore not without truth. The attention we seek, though, is for the
concerns that first led to the conference being set up, and for the arguments
set out in the following chapters.

However, although reactions to our initial conference, supportive and
otherwise, suggest that our choice of title worked in this respect, it was not
used solely to get attention, nor is it simply rhetorical. The term ‘tyranny’
is also accurate. The arguments presented in this book collectively confirm
that tyranny is both a real and a potential consequence of participatory
development, counter-intuitive and contrary to its rhetoric of empowerment
though this may be. Our choice of the word was influenced by Simon Bell’s
1994 article ‘Methods and Mindsets: Towards an Understanding of the
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Tyranny of Methodology’. While Bell’s focus was the transfer of methodo-
logies in development practice generally, he did argue as a case in point

. (drawing on the work of a contributor to this volume, David Mosse) that
rapid and participatory rural appraisals; ‘are only as untyrannical ... as the
context and the scientist [i.e. the practitioner] are prepared to be, and
perhaps more meaningfully are able to be, given the limitations of their
own culturally based view of their own methods® (Bell 1994: 332).

The second part of this quote hints at a premise that is central to this
book. This is that participatory development’s tyrannical potential is
systemic, and not merely a matter of how the practitioner operates or the
specificities of the techniques and tools employed. We wanted to move
away from the methodological revisionism that characterizes the limited
self-reflexivity within participatory development and to address more
directly how the discourse itself, and not just the practice, embodies the
potential for an unjustified exercise of power.

This brings us to what we mean by tyranny. In the Collins English
Dictionary (1979: 1645), a tyrant is, among other things, ‘a person who
governs oppressively, unjustly, and arbitrarily ... anything that exercises
tyrannical influence ... a ruler whose authority lacked the sanction of law
or custom; usurper’; and tyranny ‘government by a tyrant or tyrants;

despotism ... similarly oppressive and unjust government by more than
one person ... arbitrary, unreasonable, or despotic behaviour or use of
authority ... any harsh discipline or oppression ... government by a

usurper’. In sum, then, tyranny is the illegitimate and/or unjust exercise
of power; this book is about how participatory development facilitates this.

The Limits of Internal Critiques

A number of the chapters in this book contain their own accounts of
the spread of participatory development, Those of David Mosse (Chapter
2), Frances Cleaver (Chapter 3) and Bill Cooke (Chapter 7), for example,
are derived from participatory development’s accounts of itself; Paul
Francis takes the case of a single institutional setting, the World Bank
(Chapter 5); and Heiko Henkel and Roderick Stirrat (Chapter 11) and to
a lesser extent John Hailey (Chapter 6) propose a genealogy and a history
of participatory development that challenge the orthodox account. Given
that this ground is covered, from a number of angles, in subsequent
chapters, our consideration of the internal critiques of participatory dev-
clopment and the orthodox history here is brief, and serves to locate the
arguments presented in the following chapters.
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Participatory development is conventionally represented as emerging
out of the recognition of the shortcomings of top-down development
approaches. The ineffectiveness of externally imposed and expert-oriented
forms of research and planning became increasingly evident in the 198o0s,
when major donors and development organizations began to adopt
participatory research and planning methods. Particularly influential in
this trend was the work of Robert Chambers (1983, 1992, 19942, b, c,
1997), which built from an interest in participatory rural development,
and an advocacy of Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) to participatory
development more generally.

The ostensible aim of participatory approaches to development was to
make ‘people’ central to development by encouraging beneficiary involve-
ment in interventions that affect them and over which they previously had
limited control or influence. Thus, ‘the broad aim of participatory
development is to increase the involvement of socially and economically
marginalized peoples in decision-making over their own lives’ (Guijt 1998:
1). Similarly, the World Bank (1994) saw participation as a process through
which stakeholders influence and share control over development initiatives,
decisions and resources that affect their lives. This recognition and support
for greater involvement of ‘local’ people’s perspectives, knowledge, priorities
and skills presented an alternative to donor-driven and outsider-led develop-
ment and was rapidly and widely adopted by individuals and organizations.
Participatory approaches to development, then, are justified in terms of
sustainability, relevance and empowerment,

There have recently been a number of reviews and critiques of populist
participatory approaches (Bastian and Bastian 1996; Mosse 1994; Nelson
and Wright 1995; IIED 1995). These take two main forms: those that
focus on the technical limitations of the approach and stress the need for
a re-examination of the methodological tools used, for example in PRA,
and those that pay more attention to the theoretical, political and con-
ceptual limitations of participation.

From within the orthodoxy, there is an espousal of ongoing ‘self-critical
epistemological awareness’, which for Chambers (1997: 32) is an essential
component of participatory ideology and practice. As McGee (forthcoming)
suggests, ‘this generates an ongoing dialogue between practitioners on the
quality, validity and ethics of what they are doing, which is intended to
guard against slipping standards, poor practice, abuse or exploitation of
the people involved’. Such continual reflexivity and self-critique by the
practitioner do not represent a critique of participatory methodology per
se, however, but are seen more as intrinsic facets of the approach itself. In
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this way, the methodological and practical problems of the approach are
supposed to be recognized, highlighted and subsequently addressed. Par-
ticipatory approaches are presented as flexible and continuously evolving
in the light of problems of application and adapting to specific contexts.
This, it is claimed, has led to significant methodological adjustments being
made to the approach, encouraged by the continual need for introspection.

These critiques focus primarily on definitional differences and debates
over the objectives of participation, i.e. whether it is a means or an end,
and the applicability and appropriateness of the techniques and tools used
(see Nelson and Wright 1995). There are other critiques of participation,
particularly focusing on PRA, which, rather than demanding greater
reflexivity per se, require that it be cognizant of issues of diversity and
differentiation. In their book 7he Myth of Community Guijt and Shah
(1998) question the use of the term ‘community’ in PRA discourse, arguing
that simplistic understandings of ‘communities’ see them as homogeneous,
static and harmonious units within which people share common interests
and needs. This articulation of the notion of ‘community’, they argue,
conceals power relations within ‘communities’ and further masks biases in
interests and needs based on, for example, age, class, caste, ethnicity,
religion and gender. Andrea Cornwall also encourages practitioners to
question their assumptions about gender differences in particular societies
and to find out what categories of difference are appropriate and relevant
to people and, more specifically, what it means to be a man or a woman
in a given context (Cornwall 1998).

Further concerns and reflections of participatory techniques were high-
lighted in a special issue of PLA Notes on ‘Critical Reflections from
Practice’ (IIED 1995). The cditorial- suggests that:

We have come full circle. PRA started as a critical response to the inadequacy
of existing research and planning processes. Yet many of the concerns dis-
cussed here focus precisely on the inadequacy of local participation in the
process ... By reflecting critically on what we do, we can learn from our
mistakes and move forward. (Guijt and Cornwall 1995: 7)

Much of the analysis presented in this issue of PLA Notes takes us to what
might be scen as the border between the orthodoxy and more critical
positions. So do some of the more infrequent conceptual and political
challenges to the approach, which demonstrate how participation can result
in political co-option, and can require contributions from participants in
the form of labour, cash or kind and thus transfer some of the project costs
on to beneficiaries, and those who challenge the rhetoric of participation,
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arguing that it masks continued centralization in the name of decentral-
ization (sec Biggs and Smith 1998; Mosse 1994; Stirrat 1997).

We recognize, therefore, that distinguishing where critiques from within
the orthodoxy end, and critiques of that orthodoxy per se begin, is difficult,
Furthermore, not only is the boundary blurred, but we should be wary of
the dichotomous thinking to which Henkel and Stirrat alert us in Chapter
11, which masks nuance, difference within, and exchanges between, the
categories of ideas. It is certainly the case, and we are proud of the fact,
that the contributions in this volume do not present a unified and singular
challenge to participation. Opinions diverge, for example, on what funda-
mental flaws there are, the implications they have, and/or the extent to
which they require a total revisioning of participatory development; to
lump the contributors to this volume together as opposed to participation
would be mistaken stereotyping.

However, we are also clear as editors that our objective for this volume
as a whole is not simply to rehearse the methodological limitations of
participation that have been addressed elsewhere. Indeed, for us the time
has come to ask whether the constant methodological revisionism to which
some of us have contributed (e.g. Cooke 1998), has obscured the more
fundamental problems within the discourse, and whether internal critiques
have served to legitimize the participatory project rather than present it
with a real challenge. The aim here, therefore, is to move beyond an
identification of technocratic limitations of, and adjustments to, the
methodology to more fundamental critiques of the discourse of partici-
pation, and to recognize that some of these do emerge out of technocratic
concerns. The question that stands out, however, is how many such con-
cerns need to be raised before participatory development itself comes to
be seen as the real problem? Essentially, our problem at this stage of the
development of participatory approaches and their application lies not
with the methodology and the techniques but with the politics of the
discourse, and, as Henkel and Stirrat’s final chapter states, with what
participatory development does as much as what it docs not do.

What the Book Says

Early on, when we were organizing the conference, three particular sets
of tyrannies were identified. First was what we called ‘the tyranny of
decision-making and control’, where we asked in the conference flyer ‘Do
participatory facilitators override existing legitimate decision-making pro-
cesses?’ Second was ‘the tyranny of the group’ — where the question posed
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was ‘Do group dynamics lead to participatory decisions that reinforce the
interests of the already powerful?” Third, we raised the issue of the ‘tyranny
of method’, asking ‘Have participatory methods driven out others which
have advantages participation cannot provide?” As we will go on to see,
between them, the chapters in this book suggest that the answer to each
of these questions is, or can be in some circumstances, ‘Yes’. In this book,
however, the first two of these questions are more strongly addressed, or
at least more explicitly stated than the last, although John Hailey’s Chapter
6 does explore how, and suggests reasons as to why, some NGOs have
avoided the tyranny of the method. Together, however, the chapters show
just how methodologically parochial the participatory development dis-
course is,

David Mosse in Chapter 2 challenges the populist assumption that
attention to ‘local knowledge’ through participatory learning will redefine
the relationship between local communities and development organizations.
Using project-based illustrations, he shows that ‘local knowledge’, far from
determining planning processes and outcomes, is often structured by them.
For example, what in one case was expressed as a ‘local need’ was actually
shaped by local perceptions of what the agency in question could legi-
timately and realistically be expected to deliver. Indeed, ‘participatory
planning’ may, more accurately, be viewed as the acquisition and manipu-
lation of a new ‘planning knowledge’ rather than the incorporation of
‘people’s knowledge’ by projects.

Mosse then shows how participatory ideals are often operationally
constrained by institutional contexts that require formal and informal
bureaucratic goals to be met. Participation nevertheless remains important
as part of a project as a ‘system of representations’. As such, ideas of
participation are oriented towards concerns that are external to project
locations. These representations do not necessarily speak directly to local
practice and provide little by way of guidance on project implementation,
but they are important in negotiating relationships with donors, and more
widely in underpinning positions within development policy debates.

In Chapter 3 Frances Cleaver also makes use of case studies, here in
relation to water resource usage. The chapter begins by questioning ‘the
heroic claims made for development’, and by presenting the case for
understanding the role of social structure and of individual agency in
shaping participation. Participatory development, Cleaver suggests, tends to
conflate social structures with institutions, most commonly conceptualized
as organizations, not least because such institutions apparently make social
structures ‘legible’. However, participatory development bureaucracies have
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preferences for institutional arrangements that may not correspond with
those of ‘participants’. Problems identified include an espousal of the im-
portance of informal institutions while actual concentration is on the
formal; the varying forms of participation that different institutional types
require; the questionable assumptions about ‘community’ upon which
participatory institution-building is based; and the tendency towards
foundationalism about local communities.

The chapter goes on to consider the inadequacy of participatory
approaches’ models of individual agency and the links between these and
social structures. The argument presented here is that understandings of
the motivations of individuals to participate, or not, are vague, and sim-
plistic assumptions are made about the rationality inherent in participating,
and the irresponsibility of not doing so. Furthermore, participatory
approaches fail to recognize how the different, changing and multiple
identities of individuals impact upon their choices about whether and how
to participate, and overlook the potential links between inclusion in par-
ticipatory processes and subordination,

Chapter 4, by Nicholas Hildyard, Pandurang Hegde, Paul Wolvekamp
and Somasekhare Reddy, examines, in light of the increasing fashion for
participatory forest management, conflicts over the meanings of ‘par-
ticipation’ and ‘forests’. It begins by suggesting that the failure by donors
to implement policies on participation is institutionally deep-seated
and structural, and that through participatory development grassroots
organizations are in danger of becoming ‘the human software through
which investments can be made with least local opposition’. It then shows
that while participatory forest management arose from institutional and
political pressures resulting from popular unrest about the commercial
exploitation of forests and local people’s exclusion from forest resources,
it nevertheless served to maintain that exploitation and exclusion. The
chapter demonstrates the further marginalization, loss of livelihoods and
increased hardship of already disadvantaged groups as the result of a
participatory Joint Forest Management project in which the chapter authors
were involved as local activists or staff of Northern-based solidarity groups.
The authors conclude by arguing that unless participatory processes take
into account the relative bargaining power of so-called stakeholders they
are in danger of merely providing opportunities for the more powerful.

In Chapter 5 Paul Francis begins by summarizing the three main
approaches to participation employed by the World Bank — Beneficiary
Assessment, Social Analysis and PRA — before going on to focus on the
last of these. Initially the chapter sets out PRA’s methodological and



Participation: the New Tyranny? 10

epistemological bases before questioning the relationship between ‘the
community’ and ‘the professional’, suggesting inter afia that the importance
of charismatic specialists, who claim a moral position combined with an
inner-directedness and the symbolism of ‘reversal’, recalls the role of the
shaman. Francis suggests that PRA is a rite of communion, the performance
of which ‘enacts an exorcism, of sorts, of the phantoms of “conventional”
development practice’, and analyses the Forld Bank Participation Sourcebook
as ‘part self-improvement manual and part mythical text’. At the same
time, though, the reductionist simplifications of PRA techniques are noted.
Next, Francis considers the uptake of participatory approaches at the Bank
within the context of the new emphasis on ‘the social’ in terms of process,
consultation and partnership. He argues that underlying structural deter-
minants of well-being are given little attention and that this is reinforced
by the individualist nature of PRA, and the absence of any real alternative
vision of development leaves it vulnerable to opportunism and co-option.

In Chapter 6 John Hailey draws on a range of ideas to question the
formulaic approaches to participatory decision-making promoted and even
imposed by donors and other development actors, These include Hoft-
stede’s work on cross-cultural management, a Foucauldian analysis of
power and the discourse of participation, and a recognition of the Cold
War uses of community participation. Hailey begins by reviewing recent
research into the development and growth of successful South Asian NGOs
that suggested that NGO success resulted from the understandings of, and
responses to, the needs of the local communities with which they worked.
However, the research showed that this closeness to communities arose not
from the application of the well-known formulaic approaches to par-
ticipation — indeed, they were conspicuous by their absence. Rather, as
case examples in the chapter illustrate, success was achieved by a long-
term effort by NGO leaders to build close personal relationships with
individuals and groups in the communities with which they worked, and
with NGO staff. The chapter then offers three explanations for the absence
of formulaic approaches to participation. The first is that they have real
operational limitations, the second is that they are culturally inappropriate,
and the third is that their history and the reality of their practice indicate
that they might (legitimately) be seen as a means of imposing external
control.

In Chapter 7 Bill Cooke uses four concepts from social psychology
(risky shift, the Abilene paradox, groupthink and coercive persuasion) to
demonstrate how individuals’ thoughts, feelings and behaviours are in-
fluenced by the presence — real, imagined or implied — of others. These
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concepts suggest that problems can arise as a consequence of the face-to-
face interactions that are a defining feature of participatory development.
Taken together the four concepts suggest that participatory processes can
lead people to take, first, collective decisions that are more risky than those
the_y would have taken individually (i.c. risky shift). Second, they can lead
to people taking a decision that participants have second-guessed is what
everyone else wants, when the opposite is the case (the Abilene paradox).
Third, particular dynamics, the symptoms of which include a belief in the
inherent morality of what is being done, self-censorship, and the existence
of ‘mindguards’, can lead to evidently wrong decisions, which can be
harmful to ‘outgroup’ members (groupthink). Fourth, the manipulation
of group processes can lead to malign changes in ideological beliefs, or
consciousness (coercive persuasion). All four challenge participatory dev-
clopment’s claims for effectiveness and empowerment, and suggest a
disciplinary bias that permits the use of a technology on the world’s poor
without the safeguards that the rich would expect.

In Chapter 8 Harry Taylor challenges Robert Chambers’ positive spin
on the parallels between participatory development and participatory
management. Taylor argues that participation in both cases is part of a
wider attempt to influence power relations between elite groups and the
less powerful — be they individual project beneficiaries or the employees of
organizations in the developed world. He makes his case by first drawing
parallels between project beneficiaries and employees within organizations
in terms of their relative dependency and powerlessness, Moving on to
consider arguments for participation from mainstream management, he
suggests that even on its own terms doubts about its feasibility and
desirability exist. From a more critical management perspective he then
draws on Foucauldian and labour process critiques, which suggest that
participation is always constrained, and hides and at the same time
perpetuates certain sets of power relations. Taylor rounds off his chapter
by suggesting why there is a disillusionment with participation in both
development and management arenas, and by speculating on the prospects
for ‘genuine’ participation.

In Chapter 9 Uma Kothari challenges the truth claims made by partici-
patory development. Like Harry Taylor and John Hailey she proposes a
Foucauldian approach to the understanding of power, as something which
circulates, rather than as something divided between those who have it and
those who do not. This latter dichotomous approach typifies participatory
development, and leads to practices based in conventional stratifications of
power. These serve both to conceal daily oppressions in people’s lives that
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run through every aspect of everyday life and to ensure that participants
remain the subject of development surveillance. Although PRA secks to
reveal the realities of this everyday life, paradoxically its public nature
means that the more participatory it is, the more the power structure of
the local community will be masked. The chapter continues by exploring
how participatory research ‘cleans up’ local knowledge through mapping
and codification, and marginalizes that which might challenge the status
quo or is messy or unmanageable. The chapter concludes by drawing on
the work of Goffman to consider how the ritual practices of PRA actually
serve to subvert it, by producing front stage performances that conceal
both the ‘real’ reality of the back stage, and come to be taken for that
reality.

In Chapter 10 Giles Mohan has two major aims. The first is to critique
participatory practices, in particular the ways in which local knowledge is
supposedly produced as a reversal of ‘top-down’ approaches. This critique
is made using the ideas associated with postcolonial studies, and argues
that a subtle Eurocentrism pervades the interventions of non-local dev-
elopment workers. By supposedly focusing on the personal and the local
as the sites of empowerment and knowledge, participatory approaches
minimize the importance of the other places where power and knowledge
are located, for example with ‘us’ in the Western development community,
and with the state. The chapter then addresses its second aim, which is to
explore the possibility of moving beyond these pitfalls, weaving theoretical
observations with a discussion of the work of Village Aid. Mohan calls for
a radicalized hybridity, beyond bounded notions of self/other and insider/
outsider; and a scaling up of local interventions, linking them to the
complex processes of democratization, anti-imperialism and feminism.

Heiko Henkel and Roderick Stirrat’s Chapter 11 takes an anthropo-
logical approach. They are concerned with the practices, ideas and
cosmologies of those who plan and practise ‘development projects’. They
begin by looking at genealogies of participation, which they identify as
being primarily religious, noting that participation was a moral imperative
of the Reformation, and tracing this imperative through nineteenth-century
British nonconformism to the founding of British development NGOs.
The chapter, like Chapter 5, then considers participation as a religious
experience, but sees different parallels, particularly in the reversal of binary
oppositions that characterize both the work of Robert Chambers and
Christian traditions of ‘the World turned upside down’. Henkel and Stirrat
go on to address the notion of ‘empowerment’, which they claim may not
be as liberating as the new orthodoxy suggests. The question that should
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be asked, they argue, is not how much people are empowered, but for
what. Their own answer to this question is that participatory approaches
shape individual identities, ‘empowering’ participants ‘to take part in the
modern sector of developing societies’. This empowerment is therefore
tantamount, in Foucauldian terms, to subjection.

Is Tyranny Inevitable?

Notwithstanding the critiques in this book, and its title, we would resist
being labelled anti-participation. There are acts and processes of participa-
tion that we cannot oppose. Some of these, such as sharing knowledge and
negotiating power relations, may be part of everyday life; others, such as
political activism or engagement in social movements, are about challenges
to day-to-day and structural (for want of a better word) oppressions and
injustices within societies. But it is also the case that acts and processes of
participation described in the same way — sharing knowledge, negotiating
power relationships, political activism and so on — can both conceal and
reinforce oppressions and injustices in their various manifestations. The
chapters in this book demonstrate how this can happen with participatory
development, and we have already argued that this is a systemic problem.
The question that remains, though, is this: is participatory development
inevitably tyrannical?

At the beginning of this Introduction we suggested that previous criti-
cisms of participatory approaches to development have focused primarily
on technical limitations of the method and/or on the workings of the
practitioner. We did not feel that the depth of concerns being articulated
privately were reflected in these earlier discussions and so our initial aim
in putting together this volume was to provide a space within which more
conceptual and ideological examinations of the theory, method and prac-
tices of participatory development could take place. From the vantage
point afforded to us as editors, which readers will share having read the
book, we are now able to see the way the arguments highlighted in the
individual chapters in this volume appear as a whole, and thus what sort
of challenge they present to participatory development,

In the individual chapters there are of course divergences in per-
spectives and differences in the focus; the danger in looking for common
themes is that these are lost. However, those that do emerge suggest that
there are more overarching and fundamental problems with participatory
approaches to development than those reflected in earlier critiques, Without
giving too much away, and not in any order of priority, those that are most
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apparent to us are the naivety of assumptions about the authenticity of
motivations and behaviour in participatory processes; how the language of
empowerment masks a real concern for managerialist effectiveness; the
quasi-religious associations of participatory rhetoric and practice; and how
an emphasis on the micro level of intervention can obscure, and indeed
sustain, broader macro-level inequalities and injustice.

Taken together, these themes (and there are others, which readers may
identify) point to what for us is the fundamental concern. It becomes clear
from a reading of the chapters in this book that the proponents of par-
ticipatory development have generally been naive about the complexities
of power and power relations. This is the case not only ‘on the ground’
between ‘facilitators’ and ‘participants’, between ‘participants’ and more
widely between ‘donors’ and ‘beneficiaries’, but also historically and dis-
cursively in the construction of what constitutes knowledge and social
norms. While analyses of power in participation are not new, what is
evident here is that there are multiple and diverse ways in which this
power is expressed; furthermore, articulations of power are very often less
visible, being as they are embedded in social and cultural practices. Thus
this book identifies 2 more nuanced set of understandings of the workings
of power as being necessary, in order to uncover its varied and subtle
manifestations in the very discourse of participation.

The genealogies and histories of development in general, and partici-
patory practices in particular, that are found in some of these chapters
further explicate how a misunderstanding of power underpins much of
the participatory discourse. This identification of the (mis)interpretations
of how and where power is expressed within participation compels us to
reconsider the notion of empowerment, and the claims to empowerment
made by many participatory practitioners. Since an understanding of
the concept of ‘empowerment’ is based on particular realizations of its
root concept, ‘power’, and since this, as some of the chapters in this book
argue, has been simplified in the theory and practice of participation, the
meanings ascribed to the condition of empowerment and the claims made
for its attainment for those who have been marginalized must also be
subjected to further scrutiny.

This confirms, for us, that we were right to discuss participation in
terms of its tyrannical potential, remembering that tyranny is precisely
about the illegitimate and/or unjust uses of power. The question that we
will not answer here, however, is whether this potential can be overcome.
What we do suggest, however, is a starting point for those who might try
to redeem it. This is to build in a more sophisticated and genuinely reflexive
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understanding of power and its manifestations and dynamics. Written into
this understanding must be a recognition that participatory development
does not have a reified existence ‘out there’, but is constructed by a cadre
of development professionals, be they academics, practitioners or policy-
makers, whose ability to create and sustain this discourse is indicative of
the power they possess. This must be accompanied by an acknowledgement
that questions such as ‘Whose reality counts?’ (Chambers 1997), which
suggest that there are contrasting versions of reality, mask the extent to
which these development professionals, in their applications of the ideas
of participatory development, are actually still engaged in the construction
of a particular reality — one that at root is amenable to, and justifies, their
existence and intervention within it.

What we are calling for as a first step, thercfore, is a genuine and
rigorous reflexivity, one that acknowledges the processes and consequences
of these constructions. This means going beyond the evident narrowness
(verging on narcissism) of the existing self-acclaimed ‘self-critical epistemo-
logical awareness’ (Chambers 1997: 32) to draw on a deeper and more
wide-ranging set of analyses than has hitherto been the case. This book
has provided some of these analyses and, we hope, initiated this reflexivity.
Ironically, though, authentic reflexivity requires a level of open-mindedness
that accepts that participatory development may inevitably be tyrannical,
and a preparedness to abandon it if this is the case. Thus any meaningful
attempt to save participatory development requires a sincere acceptance of
the possibility that it should not be saved.



‘People’s Knowledge’, Participation and Patronage:
Operations and Representations in Rural Development

David Mosse

Introduction

An important principle of participatory development is the incorpora-
tion of local people’s knowledge into programme planning. In some circles
this is now the dominant understanding of participation, particularly where
techniques of participatory learning and planning (PRA/PLA) are taken
as defining features of ‘participation’ in development. Clearly the meaning
of ‘participation’ is not confined to ‘people’s knowledge’ and planning, but
it is an important element.

Firmly embedded in the literature on PRA and participation is the
supposition that the articulation of people’s knowledge can transform top-
down bureaucratic planning systems. Chambers, for instance, posits PRA
as a key instrument in challenging the institutionally produced ignorance
of development professional ‘uppers’, which not only denies the realitics
of ‘lowers’ but imposes its own uniform, simplified (and wrong) realities
on them.

The essence of PRA is changes and reversals — of role, behaviour, relation-
ship and learning. Outsiders do not dominate and lecture; they facilitate, sit
down, listen and learn ... they do not transfer technology; they share
methods which local people can use for their own appraisal, analysis, plan-
ning action, monitoring and evaluation. (Chambers 1997: 103)

Deferring to local knowledge provides the key to the reversal of hierarchies
of power in development planning; PRA reduces dominance and is
empowering to the poorest. It stands, in Chambers’ view, as a major
counterbalance to the power of dominant development discourses. PRA,
Chambers (1997) argues, ‘draws on, resonates with, and contributes to’
a wider new paradigm in which positivist, reductionist, mechanistic,
standardized-package, top-down models and development blueprints are
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rejected, and in which ‘multiple, local and individual realities are recog-
nized, accepted, enhanced and celebrated’ (ibid.: 188).

With a few project-based illustrations, this chapter will question the
potential that a PRA-based focus on ‘people’s knowledge’ has to provide
a radical challenge to existing power structures, professional positions and
knowledge systems. It will indicate ways in which, on the contrary, par-
ticipatory approaches have proved compatible with top-down planning
systems, and have not necessarily heralded changes in prevailing institu-
tional practices of development. The possibility of transformation is not
denied, but the need to examine the social practices of ‘local knowledge’
production is emphasized, especially given the growing popularity of PRA-
based planning and its spread from NGOs into public sector development
bureaucracies. The critical point is that what is taken as ‘people’s knowledge’
is itself constructed in the context of planning and reflects the social
relationships that planning systems entail. As Long and Villareal point out,
knowledge must be looked at relationally, that is, as a product of social
relationships and not as a fixed commodity (19gy4).

Participation and Bureaucratic Planning

‘Participation’ no longer has the radical connotations it once had (e.g.
in the radical popular movements of the 1960s). More prominent in present-
day discourse are such pragmatic policy interests as ‘greater productivity
at lower cost’, efficient mechanisms for service delivery, or reduced recurrent
and maintenance costs (Rahnema 1992: 117). Under the influence of both
international donors and domestic policy shifts towards local resource
management and cost recovery, participatory planning techniques are now
incorporated into the routines of public sector implementation agencies.
Here, however, they place new demands on resources, imply a significant
departure from normal procedures and decision-making systems, and/or
are implemented in the field by people who may as yet have little to gain
from the new accountabilities they signify. In short, there are often strong
disincentives to adopting participatory approaches. Indeed, in India
participatory approaches are still mostly pursued where external agency
funding is available to cover the perceived additional risks. It is the optim-
istic belief of ‘agrarian populists’ (Bebbington 1994: 205) (and the intention
of several development programmes) that exposure to patticipatory ex-
periences and ‘rural people’s knowledge’ will effect change in values,
attitudes and behaviours in authoritarian bureaucracies (ibid.: 207). In this
chapter, I look at the accommodation that ‘participatory planni ies




