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Introduction to the FAU Conference report 2010 


By  Søren  Jeppesen,  Head  of  the  Organising  Committee  &  Assoc.  Prof,  Copenhagen 
 Business School (CBS) 


The Association of Development Researchers in Denmark (with the Danish acronym FAU) 
 organised its 20th annual conference entitled ‘Development that matters: Religion, Social 
 Movements, Livelihoods and Community Development’ on March 17-19, 2010. 


In contrast to the last four year’s conferences, the 3-days conference took place in Gjerrild, 
 at the premises of the Danhostel Gjerrild, North of Grenaa, in the western part of Denmark. 


Due to the size of the conference venue, the number of plenary sessions and workshops 
 were slightly reduced, to five and four respectively. The five plenary sessions included four 
 keynote  presentations  by  Erica  Bornstein  (Milwaukee  University,  USA),  Frances  Cleaver 
 (School of African and Oriental Studies, UK), Eginald Mihanjo (Dar es Salaam University, 
 Tanzania),  and  Kanchan  Lama  (WOCAN,  Nepal)  and  a  panel  debate  among  keynote 
 presenters and a discussion among all participants.  


The  four  thematic  workshops  addressed  each  their  pertinent  issues  in  relation  to  the 
 theme  (1.  Religion,  Communities  and  Social  Change,  2.  Community  Organisations, 
 Livelihoods  and  Social  Change,  3.  Livelihood,  Food  Security  and  Nutrition,  and  4. 


Community  Entrepreneurship  and  Local  Economic  Development).  Each  workshop  was 
 organised in three separate sessions to discuss the chosen issues. The workshops were 
 mainly  based  on  presentations  of  paper  submissions,  followed  by  comments  from 
 discussants and general debate in the workshop. The workshops had from three to seven 
 presentations, and in each of the workshop plans for publication were discussed. 


The  four  keynote  presenters  made  highly  interesting  contributions  in  their  individual 
 interventions  and  in  the  final  plenary  session  that  summarized  the  debates  and  touched 
 upon  the  issue  of  the  way forward.  One prominent  conclusion  was  that  'the  local'  surely 
 matters  to  development  whether  pronounced  by  religious  groups,  social  movements, 
 individual citizens or entrepreneurs. Another key observation was the interesting dynamics 
 at  the  local  level  between  civil  society  (in  many  different  forms),  the  private  sector  and 
 (local) government  - and the marked changes in these dynamics over time. Furthermore, 
 the  contrast  in  views  on  these  actors  were  striking  -  also  highlighting  the  need  for 
 interdisciplinarity in order to overcome the challenges and to reach a more efficient use of 
 each field of expertise when studying these actors and phenomena. 


Due to the limited size of the conference venue, the conference participation was set at 60 
persons. This was easily reached and a number of interested persons unfortunately had to 
be informed that the conference was fully booked. As a part of the reason for choosing a 
venue in Jutland was an ambition to seek to attract more researchers and students from 
universities  and  institutions  in  Aarhus  and  Aalborg.  FAU  was  delighted  to  see  a  high 
turnout from these institutions. However, as last year, the participants did not come from 
the  same  broad  range  of  institutions  as  previous  years.  The  major  research  institutions 
were  represented,  along  with  Danida  representatives  and  students,  but  fewer  NGO-
representatives and private consultants took part. 



(6)The  conference’s  objective  of  bringing  people  from  various  traditions,  disciplines  and 
 backgrounds together in order to create a multi- or interdisciplinary forum for exchange of 
 viewpoints  and  new  crosscutting  inspiration  was  fulfilled.  Interesting  discussions,  fruitful 
 presentations and a high level of interaction among the participants led to the desired and 
 needed interdisciplinary debate, which the conference sought to stimulate. The conference 
 shed  light  on  a  number  of  pertinent  trends  concerning  'local  development',  including 
 religions, livelihoods, social movements and community entrepreneurs. 


The  conference  was only  possible  through  the  kind  support  by the  Research  Council for 
 Development (FFU) in Danida, supplemented with contributions from the Danish Institute 
 for  International  Studies  (DIIS),  Department  of  History  and  International  Development  at 
 Aalborg  University  and the  Department of  Intercultural  Communication  and  Management 
 at  Copenhagen  Business  School.  The  participants  also  contributed  with  either  voluntary 
 input and/or participants fees. 


Finally,  the  Board  of  FAU  would  like  to  extend  its  sincere  thanks  to  the  workshop 
 convenors, who did a great job in the organising of the conference (Marie Juul Petersen, 
 Catrine Christiansen, Vibeke Andersson, Torsten Rødel Berg, Irene Nørlund, Aase Mygind 
 Madsen,  Joergen  Dige  Pedersen  and  Soeren  Jeppesen);  to  the  invited  workshop 
 presenters (please refer to the workshop proceedings for the names) who contributed with 
 their knowledge and expertise; to the FAU-assistant Steffen Randahl who took care of the 
 many  practical  details,  and  to  our  hosts  Torben  and  Dorthe,  who  did  a  wonderful  job  in 
 making us feel at home and spoiled us with marvellous food, and finally, but not least to all 
 participants, including the keynote presenters for contributing to this year’s conference. 


Following the conference, this conference report is published. The report gives the reader 
 an  impression  of  the  keynote  presentations  and  the  main  workshop  discussions  at  the 
 conference. The first part provides an overview of the keynote presentations including the 
 papers,  presentations  and  comments  by  discussants.  The  second  part  includes  the 
 proceedings  from  the  workshops,  highlighting  the  presentations  and  main  points  of 
 discussion.  


All  papers  and/or  presentations  can  be  found  at  the  FAU  website  (www.fau.dk)  under 


‘seminar’ and either ‘key note presentations’ or ‘workshops’. If you face any problems with 
downloads, please contact the FAU secretariat at fau@diis.dk 
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Programme of the Conference


Wednesday March 17: 


12.30-13.30:  Arrival and Lunch 


13.30-14.00:  Opening session (Welcome by FAU & Technical Committee) 
 14.00-16.00:   First key note presentation, by Erica Bornstein: "Disquieting Gifts: 


Some Cosmological Considerations Regarding Development and 
 other Humanitarian Endeavors" 


16.00-16.30:   Break 


16.30-18.00:   Workshops (1st session – 4 in parallel) 
 18.30-19.30:  Dinner 


19.30-21.30:  Second key note presentation, by Frances Cleaver: “’Do-it-yourself 
 Development’? The (re)-making of Community Based Natural 
 Resource Management” 


Thursday March 18: 


08.00-09.00:   Breakfast 


09.00-09.15:  Introduction to day 2 


09.30-12.00:   Workshops (2nd session - 4 in parallel), including a break where 
 coffee and tea are available 


12.00-13.00:   Lunch 


13.00-14.45:   Third key note presentation, by Kanchan Lama: "Food Security and 
 Livelihoods: Nutrition, Women's contribution and Climate Change" 


14.45-16.00:  Break & time to catch a bit of fresh air 
 16.00-18.00:   Workshops (3rd session - 4 in parallel) 


19.00-??.??:   Conference dinner (and time for socialising and dance) 


Friday March 19: 


08.00-09.00:  Breakfast 


09.00-11.00:   Introduction to day 3 & Fourth key note presentation, by E. Mihanjo: 


“Community Entrepreneurs and People Centred Economic 


Development in Africa: Lessons, Challenges and Way Forward for 
 Tanzania” 


11.00-12.00:  Final panel: Four key note presenters’ reflections on the conference 
 theme & Comments from the participants 


12.00-12.30:   Brief evaluation & Closing session 
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1st plenary session 



Disqueting Gifts.
1 Some Cosmological Considerations  Regarding Development and Other Humanitarian 



Endeavours 


by Erica Bornstein, Department of Anthropology, University of Wisconsin 


Following  the  Haitian  earthquake,  my  university  sent  out  a  flood  of  emails  requesting 
 donations  to  assist  the  afflicted,  titled:  “University  of  Wisconsin-Milwaukee  Haiti  Relief: 


Faculty  and  Staff  Make  a  Difference.”  Although  most  of  the  emails  were  standard  fare 
 requests,  one  in  particular  caught  my  attention.  After  describing  an  upcoming  music 
 concert,  with  proceeds  benefiting  victims  of  the  earthquake,  the  email  added  a  caveat: 


“Whether  or  not  you  can  attend  the  concert,  please  consider  making a  difference  today. 


You  may  make  a  donation  directly  at  [and  it  listed  the  web  URL]”  The  request  then 
 specified: “Your donation to Haiti relief efforts will be recorded in you’re my Development 
 Training  Record  as  Community  Service.”  Now,  I  pose  this  question  to  you:  how  did 
 donation become community service? What are the boundaries between emergency relief, 
 economic development, and ethical engagement with the world? 


I would like to address some of these concerns today, in the context of New Delhi, India. 


Because  I  am  a  socio-cultural  anthropologist,  my  talk  is  ethnographic:  in  other  words,  it 
 tackles  large-scale  problems  through  a  prism  of  daily,  lived  experience.  By  using  this 
 method,  I  aim  to  emphasize  the  importance  of  using  details  to  shed  light  on  a  larger 
 picture.  Today,  it  is  my  impression,  that  I  have  been  tasked  with  talking  about  the 
 intersection of religion and economic development. I will expand the topic a bit to include 
 humanitarian assistance. While some of you (development professionals and practitioners) 
 may argue that “we don’t do charity”, I urge for your patience. 


I recently attended a wedding in India, where I was standing and chatting with a relative of 
 the groom (who also happened to be a civil servant and a tax commissioner). When I told 
 him of my research interests he made a remark that took me by surprise. “Indians [and he 
 obviously meant Hindus] are not as good at charity as Christians or Muslims,” he asserted. 


While  Christianity,  through  its  charity,  has  extensive  traditions  instructing  its  faithful  to 
 attend  to  the  needs  of  others,  and  Islam  through zakat,  provides  regularly  for  the  social 
 welfare of its needy, Indians – he exclaimed – are not good at giving to strangers. Today in 
 my talk I will explore why this is so, and why even supposedly “neutral” concepts such as 
 accountability can be differently understood through religious frames. 


Contemporary  India  is  a  globalizing  nation  of  technological  innovation,  shining 
 skyscrapers,  new  wealth,  and  growing  poverty.  In  this  context,  how  is  a  charitable 
 landscape  demarcated?  What  interests  me  is  how  giving  becomes  a  symbolic  platform 
       


1 Disquieting Gifts is currently under advance contract with Stanford University Press. 



(9)upon  which  many  claim  firm  ground,  and  how  the  view  from  this  moral  high  ground 
 conceals as much as it reveals. In addition to those who assist the needy are those who 
 do not attend to the needs of others; those who ignore suffering and despair in the name 
 of hierarchical relations of destiny, chance, circumstance, and fate. For, unlike narratives 
 of  poverty  and  suffering  in  the  United  States,  where  one  often  encounters  narratives  of 


‘irresponsibility’ that explain impoverishment. In India, poverty is part of life – if not yours 
 then  others  in  close  proximity.  To  explore  this,  ethnographically,  one  must  focus  on  the 
 intersections  between formal,  or  “accounted for  charity”  (or,  the  work  of  NGOs), and  the 
 informal practice of giving - largely religiously motivated - that comprise what I will explore 
 as dan or donation. 


While my research takes place in New Delhi, based on my experiences in North America, I 
 believe  the  subject  of helping  others  in  need  has  touched  a  certain  nerve  among  young 
 people  in  our  contemporary  world.  As  I  teach  courses  on  human  rights  and 
 humanitarianism at the University of Wisconsin, I have come to realize that engaging with 
 global charity and humanitarianism has become, for some, a way of engaging with a world 
 in  dramatic flux.  Students  long  to  work for  an  NGO, to  have  an  internship,  to get  “global 
 experience.”  NGOs  become  portals  for  entry.  “How  can  I  volunteer?”  some  ask.  Others 
 return  from  Rwanda,  or  China,  and  have  had  their  worlds  cracked  open  through  the 
 experience. 


Perhaps it is a form of ritual passage for global citizenship. Perhaps it is a new version of 
 adventure, echoed only by earlier colonial missions and travels. Yet these adventures are 
 purposive and productive. They are temporary yet produce lasting effects. These stints, or 
 shocks,  in  extreme  circumstances,  put  the  lives  of  the  privileged  in  relief.    Some  may 
 argue that charity is a means for reproducing inequality, and that only those who are well 
 off  have  the  luxury  of  travel.  This  may  be  so,  yet  we  come  full  circle  to  a  philanthropic 
 mode. From development we have returned to philanthropy, to older forms of giving and 
 helping, and  this,  I  argue,  is  not  regressive.  Rather,  it  marks a  moment  in  history  where 
 charitable  forms  have  become  urgent  again.  Like  the  moment  at  the  turn  of  the  century 
 when philanthropy became scientific and foundations were established, we now find new 
 forms emerging. Hybrid, transnational, cosmopolitan, and ad-hoc, many of these forms are 
 underground,  undocumented,  and  discounted  by  those  whose  eyes  focus  solely  on 
 institutions.  Beware  of  this  blind  spot,  I  say.  For  much  of  the  charitable  activity  that  I 
 describe  today  exists  alongside  institutions  and may  even be  collaboratively  part  of  their 
 efforts. It is the business of daily life, the small fragments that make up a constellation that 
 I highlight in my work. 


I have found that economic development is currently being met – and challenged – by an 
older  form:  philanthropy.  Philanthropy  is  taking  on  new  valence  with  the  emergence  of 
technologies such as the Internet that facilitate a gift to a stranger across the globe. It is 
not just the Internet that signals such a shift. Cell phones in rural Bangladesh that make it 
possible  for  women  to  benefit  from  micro-enterprise  programs,  airplanes  that  take 
volunteers to remote sites on the globe in times of disaster, all respond to a new urgency 
of  the  gift.  Humanitarianism  and  philanthropy  –  the  gift  by  an  individual  to  a  cause, falls 
under  this  rubric,  which  is  perhaps  becoming  the  new  development.  As  much  as 
development inspired teleological metaphors of progressive construction, humanitarianism 
inspires metaphors of repair: as in saving others, rescue, and other immediate or impulsive 



(10)I  encourage  development  practitioners  to  pay  close  attention  to  how  people  conceive  of 
 what they are doing in classical anthropological style. What are the categories of analysis 
 that are possible now for those involved in efforts to make the world a better place? For, 
 improving  and  enhancing  the  world?  What  makes  humanitarianism  urgent  and  relevant 
 right  now  in  our  world?  This  intensity  of  purpose  is  what  compels  university  students  in 
 Wisconsin  where  I  live and teach  to  donate  to people they do not  know,  halfway  around 
 the  world  at  the  click  of  a  mouse.  And,  more  importantly  to  march  into  my  office  each 
 semester and inquire how they can volunteer, and eventually work, for an NGO overseas. 



Setting: 


In  contemporary,  urban,  New  Delhi,  charity,  philanthropy,  development  and 
 humanitarianism merge as one. To demonstrate the intersection in question – I introduce 
 an ethnographic setting that centers the question of accountability. Many of you may not 
 question  the  issue  of  “accountability”  in  development  work.  Accountability,  it  seems,  has 
 become  a  marker  of  successful  sustainable  development.  In  philanthropy,  and 
 humanitarianism,  accountability  refers  to  knowing  that  one’s  gift  has  reached  its  desired 
 population.  Today,  I  narrate  a  tale  where  ideas  of  economic  accountability  toward 
 institutions  must  be  understood  through  Hindu  ideas  of  giving  and  trust.  The  research  I 
 discuss  took  place  in  India  immediately  following  the  tsunami,  and  concerns  how 
 humanitarianism,  development,  and  other  forms  of  ethical  engagement  are  interpreted 
 through cosmological frames. 


I  begin  with  a  nexus  of  suspicion:  a  posh  school,  a  slum-school,  non-governmental 
 organizations (NGOs), the private sector, and the Government of India. The context is the 
 gift –specifically, charitable giving for humanitarian relief after the Indian Ocean tsunami in 
 December of 2004. When the tsunami hit, I was in New Delhi, working on an ethnography 
 of giving and humanitarianism. The India of my talk today is a nation with an aggressively 
 liberalizing  economy,  aiming  to  envision  itself  as  a  superpower.  It  is  also  a  nation  with 
 rapidly  increasing  economic  wealth,  new  materialism  among  the  middle-class,  and  a 
 tremendous  growth  in  poverty.  This  social  disparity  is  important  to  keep  in  mind  as  I 
 narrate my nexus of suspicion – within which NGOs are primary characters. One estimate 
 cites  close  to  a  million  NGOs  in  India  –  the  largest  number  of  voluntary  organizations  in 
 Asia.  


In  contrast  to  my  experiences  with  NGOs  in  Zimbabwe  (where  I  conducted  some  earlier 
 research) and in North America, where NGOs are generally considered to be “doing good,” 


in New Delhi I encountered a widespread culture of suspicion toward NGOs. NGOs were 
deeply distrusted  in  both  public  discourse  and private  views.  This  was  not the  case  with 
the private/ business sector, which many considered trustworthy. In the NGO sector, while 
particular accounting forms may have emerged to solve problems of mistrust, in the case 
of  India  –  at  least  in  its  capital  city  of  New  Delhi  –  the  practice  of  auditing  itself  was 
distrusted. Today, I’ll explore how the culture of suspicion is itself a form of an audit. If the 
audit is another way to discuss obligation and responsibility, questions arise as to whom 
NGOs  should  be  accountable.  As  non-elected  institutions  in  a  democratic  context  of 
political  engagement  and  social  welfare,  are  NGOs  accountable  to  their  donors,  to  the 



(11)communities  they  serve,  the  nation-states  they  collaborate  with,  or,  are  they  morally 
 accountable to an ethical public? 



After the Disaster Comes the Accounting 


Soon  after  the  tsunami  hit  the  shores  bordering  the  Indian  Ocean,  a  wave  of  relief  was 
 rallied  alongside  a  flood  of  social  critique.  Amidst  the  plea  for  public  donations,  which 
 permeated  the  press,  was  the  documentation  of  scandalous  abuse.  Newspapers  were 
 suddenly filled  with  reports  of  corruption  by  the government  and  NGOs.  More than  mere 
 sensationalism, the discourse of corruption was an ethical commentary on the actions of 
 the Government of India and NGOs regarding social welfare. One could say that the media 
 offered  its  own  rituals of  verification  to  its  reading  public,  which  took on  a feverish  pitch. 


The  outrage,  voiced  by  the  media  at  corrupt  practices  in  humanitarian  work  provided  an 
 ethical  critique of  how  such  work  “should”  progress.  By  outlining  what  was  not  right,  the 
 articles alluded to what should be. 


In  the first  week of  January 2005, The  Indian Express ran an entire  series  of  articles on 
 corruption  in  tsunami  relief.  One  article advised  donors  to  be  suspicious  of  con  artists 
 posing as charity groups. It suggested avoiding “intermediaries” and giving as directly as 
 possible. Another article, described how “thieves, rapists, kidnappers, and hoaxers” preyed 
 on tsunami survivors and the families of victims. Another told the tale of how relief supplies 
 to Nagapattinam were met with “touts” who posed as victims and hijacked the aid. These 
 particular cases of misappropriation of aid, fed into a larger critique in the press written on 
 the editorial pages. One piece railed against relief efforts in the context of general social 
 welfare:  “The  Government  of  India  is  being  projected  to  deliver  relief  and  facilitate 
 rehabilitation of those affected by the tsunami. But how effective has it been in dealing with 


‘crises’ in normal times?” The article continued with the provocative statement, “After the 
 disaster comes the accounting.” The tsunami was a portal into a larger moral critique, of 
 the government, of NGOs, and of social welfare practices more broadly. 


The  suspicion  meted  toward  the  government  extended  to  NGOs,  accused  of  “doing 
 nothing”  or  “helping  their  families  and  friends”  instead  of  those  they  were  intended  to 
 serve. If NGOs in Delhi were situated in a nexus that contrasted suspicions of government 
 corruption  to  a  corporate  sector  model  of  accountability,  NGOs  embodied  both  the 
 potential  for  corruption  and  the  possibility  of  ensuring  general  good.  That  bribes  are 
 sometimes spoken about in terms of a donation (dān) is more than a euphemism. There is 
 always a suspicion in donation practices that the gift will be misused. In both religious and 
 secular  contexts  in  India,  whether  referring  to  a  conduit  such  as  an  NGO  or  a  group 
 accepting a donation directly, receivers are responsible for justifying the moral worthiness 
 of a donation and for demonstrating how funds are spent. 


Perhaps  to  address  and  resolve  issues  of  suspicion  oriented  toward  recipients,  many 
people  I  interviewed  in  the  NGO-sector  said  that  in  New  Delhi  and  India  more  broadly, 
people  wanted  to  help  someone  or  some  group  with  which  they  had  a  relation.  In  other 
words,  they  wanted  to  see  their  assistance going  to a  specific  site  with  which they  were 
associated  -  whether  a  region  they  came  from,  or  a  special  interest  they  had  personal 
experience  with  (like  the  needs  of  the  elderly,  or  children  in  a  neighbouring  slum).  This 



(12)giving was relational and not anonymous; it was direct. One could say it was the opposite 
 of the more generalized efforts of humanitarian relief provoked by the tsunami disaster. In 
 direct philanthropy, social networks functioned as the guarantor. People funded NGOs that 
 they knew. Perhaps someone they knew worked for it, or started it, or was on its governing 
 board. 


To inspire more generalized giving in the frame of “civil society” transnational foundations 
 in  Delhi  were  supporting  programs  that  fostered  of  dis-interested  social  welfare  (as 
 opposed  to  welfare  programs  that  were  relational).  The  Ford  Foundation’s  program  on 
 philanthropy in Delhi, for example, was part of its Governance and Civil Society Program. 


It supported NGO-infrastructure, or, in other words: NGOs that oversaw the accountability 
 of  other  NGOs.  In  addition  to  issues  of  accountability  and  credibility,  there  was  also  the 
 expectation  of  transformative  results.  If  this  form  of  giving  was  a  crusade  against 
 corruption, it was– as one foundation officer explained  – audit for the sake of change. In 
 Delhi, the field of NGO oversight was dense and organized. For me, it seemed strikingly 
 so.  A  website  providing  resources for  Indian  NGOs  held  a  cyber-forum on  “credibility”  in 
 which  NGO-experts  gave  advice  on  NGO  good-governance.  I  met  with  directors  and 
 employees of organizations in Delhi that were set up to help NGOs be more “accountable.” 


This  super-structure  of  institutions  provided  a  moral  conscience for  the  welfare  sector  in 
 absence of state regulation. Yet I was neither sure why it was so pervasive nor why there 
 was  such an  institutional urgency  to  its  existence. Why  was the  NGO  sector under  such 
 scrutiny when other realms of life were also pervaded by discourses of corruption? Was it 
 the case of the messenger being attacked? Because NGOs advocated for change, it was 
 easier  to  attack  the  NGOs  for  corruption  than  their  aim  of  social  transformation.  Unlike 
 government officials, elected by and accountable to the public, the issue of accountability 
 was ambiguous for NGOs. A foundation officer surmised, “People feel threatened, they’re 
 like,  ‘wait  a  minute,  I  didn’t  –  a  government  is…  I  was  elected,  who  elected  you?” 


Accusations  of  corruption  in  the  NGO  sector  may  have  also  stemmed  from  the  historic 
 allegiance that NGOs had had with the GOI post-independence. Many NGOs emerged in 
 partnership  with  the  state.  During  my  research,  the  term  “mushrooming”  was  frequently 
 used to describe the growth of the NGO sector as something that was uncontrollable. As 
 much  as  the  state  had  a  reputation  for  corruption,  some  of  it  rubbed  off  on  their  NGO-
 collaborators, damaging their perception in the eyes of a scrutinizing public. 


Over  and  over  I  heard  people  say  that  while  some  NGOs  were  doing  good  work,  most 
 were not to be trusted. The comment “oh, anybody can start an NGO” and the rumors that 
 NGOs  were  being  set  up  for  people  to  pocket  money  instead  of  serving  a  constituency 
 circulated as frequently as stories of a master-beggar that broke the limbs of the children 
 of the poor and then sent them off to beg. Whether or not these stories were true – and I 
 did not have the opportunity to verify any of them  – they were oft repeated with a sort of 
 certainty that defies explanation. It was the same “everybody knows” certainty that I also 
 heard in my research in Zimbabwe when people spoke about witchcraft. Have you seen it? 


I would ask – about mal-practicing NGOs in India or witches in Zimbabwe – and hear the 
 same responses. Oh, I haven’t seen it myself but I know it is true. What do these stories 
 keep  in  check?  The  stories  have  a  dual  moral  function:  they  circulate  suspicion  to  keep 
 corruption at bay, and express (more indirectly) suspicion of contemporary institutions. 


Although foundations such as Ford worked against corruption, it was considered inevitable 
and  a  fact  of  life. Whether  talking  about chai-pani  or bakshish  (both  terms for  a  political 



(13)bribe).  NGOs  and  the  government  morally  mirrored  each  other.  As  often  as  the  NGO 
 sector was accused of corruption, NGOs accused the government of requesting bribes for 
 grants.  I  was  told  that  the  going  rate  was 20% of  a  grant  in bakshish for an  NGO  to get 
 money  from  the  government.  The  alternate  was  the  corporate  sector,  which  was 
 considered  clean  in  comparison.  Perhaps  it  is  the  overt  nature  of  self-interest  in  the 
 corporate  sector  that garners  trust,  while  altruism  to  strangers  is  considered a  distrustful 
 motive. A final piece of this puzzle is that NGO-work, like employment in the government 
 sector,  is  a  relatively  low-paying  profession.  In  a  liberalizing  economy,  the  elitism  of  the 
 middle  and  upper  middle  class  encouraged  people  to  work  for  multi-nationals  instead  of 
 government. Whereas  earlier  in  India,  working  for  the  civil  service  was  one  of  the  most 
 prestigious  professions  (offering  unlimited  social  capital  and  power),  in  contemporary 
 urban  India  NGO  and  government  salaries  are  much  lower  than  those  in  the  corporate 
 sector. It is more prestigious and financially lucrative to work for a call center than to work 
 for either the government or an NGO. 



A Nexus of Suspicion 


At  the  confluence  of  NGOs,  the  state,  and  donors,  lies  a  nexus  of  suspicion.  There  are 
 many such sites in Delhi, of which the portrait I present is one example. I begin at the posh 
 school where I sent my son (who happened to be three at the time) in central New Delhi. 


Shortly after the tsunami, the school put out a call for mandatory donations of 500 rupees. 


My son’s teacher accosted me in the hallway one day as I dropped him off. ‘Where is your 
 donation?  You  have  to  give,’  she  said.  Some  parents  were  concerned:  ‘Where  is  the 
 money going? What if I wanted to give money to another NGO instead of this one?’ they 
 asked.  The  NGO  to  which  we had  given funds  was  located near  the  school,  and  I  soon 
 learned that  it  was  literacy  NGO and  a  vocational  school that provided free  education to 
 slum  children  and  destitute  women.  The  donation  request  reverberated  in  the  national 
 context. In addition to media reports of corruption in tsunami relief, Delhi newspapers were 
 filled with lists of donors and headlines on the editorial pages questioning whether the local 
 philanthropic response to the tsunami disaster was a marker of Maussian social solidarity. 


Were  Delhiites  were  good  givers?  Within  this  evaluative  frame,  were  questions  of  trust. 


The NGO to which parents had donated through the school had taken donations directly to 
 a  tsunami  stricken  area  because  it  trusted  neither  other  NGOs  nor  government  relief 
 efforts. Meanwhile, the director of the school (which I will call the posh school) was furious 
 because the local NGO (which I will call the slum school) had not provided any reports on 
 how the money had been spent. Several plane tickets had been purchased but “Where did 
 the money go?” 


One  day  while  discussing  charity,  the  director  of  the  posh  school  pulled  me  aside  to 
explain in a muted tone that there was a lot of corruption in the third world. “Lots of police, 
electricity  people  wanting  money.  Lots  of  NGOs,  the  fishy  ones,  where  we  don’t  know 
where it goes” he said. In this context of suspicion, he had structured his support for slum 
children:  “I  hire  the  teacher.  I  want  to  know  where  the  money  goes.  It’s  the  same 
curriculum. The money is coming out of my payroll. Whatever I bring in terms of arts and 
crafts, the menu in school, it’s the same for them. I feel the only way I’ll be satisfied is if I 
micro-manage the whole process. No matter how well managed it is, I don’t’ trust where 
the money goes.”  His support for the slum children was a secret. “I don’t want you to tell 



(14)anyone about this,” the director said. “We will have all these people asking for bakshish.” If 
 he advertised his charity, he would open the floodgates of request. 


At  the  director’s  encouragement,  I  visited  the  NGO  (the  slum  school)  to  which  we  had 
 donated for tsunami relief. It ran a literacy program for children and computer, typing, and 
 beautician  programs  for  women,  and  was  involved  in  “rehabilitating  street  children”  and 
 medical camps for the urban poor. When he first began his work, the director of the slum 
 school conducted a household survey in the neighboring slums. He was critical: “No use 
 giving  money  directly  to  these  people.  They  will  buy  the  wine.  They  will  buy  the  alcohol 
 from  the  market,  and  they  will  not  give  the  money  to  their  family.  That  is  the  basic 
 problem.”  He  was  also  suspicious  of  other  NGOs  and  the  government.  He  said  80%  of 
 NGOs  were  not  operating  properly.  Many,  he  claimed,  paid  politicians  before  getting 
 government grants. “Money doesn’t go to where it should; money goes to politicians.” 


Immediately following the tsunami, the director of the slum school took it upon himself to 
 fundraise  for  victims  of  the  disaster  in  Nagaputtinam  district  of  Tamil  Nadu.  A  fishing 
 village,  this  area  was  one  of  the  hardest  hit  on  the  Indian  sub-continent.    He  had  gone 
 door-to-door,  collecting  donations  of  utensils  (pots/pans,  silverware),  rice,  new  clothes, 
 books and stationery, and medicines. One day as I left the slum school, the director asked 
 me  to  find  someone  to  pay  for  the  airplane  tickets  to  take  the  tsunami  relief  packages, 
 which  were  stacked up and  tied  in  boxes filling his  office.  “Someone  must  go  and  make 
 sure they are distributed properly,” he said. Although distrust was pervasive, the language 
 of accountability did not mollify it. One reason there was no trust was because there was 
 corruption.   


The following week, I arrived at the posh school to talk to the director about the work of the 
 slum  school.  A  man  sat  in  the  director’s  office.  When  the  director  saw  me  through  the 
 glass door he was irritated. He complained about the reporter sitting inside; the man was 
 starting a program for kids in Rajasthan – a whole community. “He heard I did this and that 
 and  now  he  wants  my  support”  he  said,  exasperated.  I  mentioned  that  I  had  just  come 
 from the slum school and my comment enraged him. I soon saw the web of obligation that 
 I was woven into. The director of the slum school had wanted me to ask the director of the 
 posh school to support an event that he was planning at a hotel. “I don’t want to do that 
 event!  I’ve  told  him  a  million  times. What  part  doesn’t  he  understand? What  did  you  tell 
 him? We’ve given them so much money. Where has it gone? I want to see something from 
 the government for taxes” I mentioned the receipts. “No, I want to see how they’ve used 
 the [tsunami] money. Our parents need to know where their money  went!” That day they 
 were feeding  the  slum children  in a  special  event  that  was  being  videotaped.  “That’s  my 
 camera!”  he  said,  “I  gave  it  to  them.  How  much  do  they  want  from  us?  I  said  let’s  do 
 something  at  [our  school]  not  at  some  five  star  hotel.  It’s  getting  too  materialistic.  Let’s 
 have his kids make some cards or wrapping paper and we can sell them to parents. I’m 
 not doing that event. Or, I said I’d sponsor some kids at [our school] – separate from the 
 regular classes – but here, why not?”  


I was troubled by how quickly I became a pawn in their rally. My research, that before had 
 seemed  so  exciting  and  metaphorically  beautiful  –  poetic  even,  with  the  rich  and  poor 
 schools  and  their  relationship  –  had  quickly  become  a  social  nightmare.  He  went  on  a 
 rampage.  “Where  has  all  the  money  gone?  He  used  to  have  300  kids  now  he  has  80. 


Where  did  they  go?  What  is  happening?”  He  seethed  with  distrust.  The  posh  school 



(15)accused  the  slum  school  of  not  being  responsible.  The  slum  school  accused  the  slum-
 dwellers  for  not  being  responsible  (and  not  sending  their  kids  to  school).  These  were 
 issues of credibility. Things were neither what they seemed nor what was expected. And in 
 such a context, giving was dangerous. It could quickly multiply to unlimited requests. The 
 posh school wanted to keep its charity private, and quiet. It did not want to hold an event in 
 a five star hotel. Yet, it wanted to collaborate with the slum school when the audience was 
 the parents of its enrolled students. When philanthropy becomes a performance, a ritual of 
 verification, one must ask: who is the audience? Where is the stage? Who is on the stage? 


The  nexus  of  the  posh  school  and  the  slum  school  may  have  been  a  microcosm  for 
 relationships  of  poverty  and  need  in  Delhi,  but  it  was  not  a  binary  relationship  between 
 donors and recipients. The slum school was also a donor. 


Suspicion  was  aimed  in  every  direction.  The  GOI  was  also  suspicious  of  NGOs  and 
 conducted  inspections  before  giving  grants.  The  director  of  the  slum  school  recounted 
 such an inspection, with great frustration. Where was the money? Was it forthcoming? As 
 much  as  grantors  desired  to  follow  their  funds,  potential  grantees  also  questioned  the 
 money trail. If audits and inspections are rituals of verification, NGOs have other forms as 
 well. There are specific performances geared to an audience of “the public” that serve to 
 validate the institution. For example, the slum school did hold the charitable event at the 5-
 star hotel. It started with cultural programs, and culminated in the release of a CD of the 
 slum  school’s  tsunami  efforts.  This  ritual  of  verification  between  the  NGO,  the  slum 
 children,  and  representatives  of  the  government  was  a  plea  for  funding  and  a 
 manifestation  of  intent.  The  Honorable  Chief  Minister  of  Delhi  was  in  attendance  –  a 
 witness to the work as a distinguished audience member –and her presence was another 
 form of social accountability and validation.  


The next  time  I  visited the  slum  school  the  director  said  things  were  not going  well.  The 
 organization  had  had  seven  inspections  by  the  GOI  but  had  not  yet  received  a  grant. 


Apparently there was “approval” but the funds were not coming through. The director had 
decided to embark on desperate measures. He was going to present legal action against 
the government “I think it is because of corruption.” He said. “If I pay 20% my grant in aid 
will  be  cleared.  People  have  asked  if  you  give  me  something  I  can  get  your  proposal 
signed.”  He  asked  me  (the  anthropologist)  to  come  and  speak to the  government on his 
behalf. He was, when I arrived, writing a letter to the Honorable President of India: “80% of 
the problem will be solved with your presence,” he said. “If we go, they will just say ‘we will 
see.’ I know the Government of India. Your presence is most important for us. If you come 
with a reporter […] they will not do this.” The press and the foreigner were embodiments of 
the  audit  and  I  was  embedded.  At  that  moment,  he  seemed  a  desperate  man  with  an 
organization  on  the  verge  of  collapse.  At  a  table  behind  us  a  board  member  wrote  a 
handwritten letter to the President of India. 



(16)
Suspicion as an Audit 


A discussion with a local officer for a transnational foundation in Delhi confirmed my hunch 
 that  post-tsunami,  mistrust  of  NGOs  had  increased.  People  were  concerned  with  the 
 question  of  who  to  give  their  money  to.  In  his  line  of  work  he  was  cautious:  “We  are 
 permanently  on  guard that  we are  not  being  ripped  off,”  he  said.  The foundation  did  not 
 trust the Indian financial audit system and arranged for an annual international audit. His 
 mandate was to check each organization: “are they transparent on their governing board? 


Do  they  have  a  gender  policy?  A  sex  harassment  policy?  Do  governing  boards  meet 
 regularly? (…) We fund organizations to help them run better and develop their capacity to 
 be more efficient,” he explained. Yet the overarching sense of mistrust was fed by the very 
 process of monitoring and evaluation that his foundation enforced. While NGOs thumped 
 on his desk: saying: “You don’t trust us!” the foundation wanted to know at the end of the 
 grant  what  was  being  achieved.  The  foundation  was  not  happy  giving  away  250  million 
 dollars to the world. It wanted to say, with 250 million dollars, what has changed? It was 
 focused  on  results  –  an  audit  for  the  sake  of  change.  Some  NGOs  resisted  the 
 foundation’s  quest  for  measurable  results.  The  director  of  one  NGO,  in  particular,  had 
 been  refusing  measurement  models  and  the  foundation  was  unlikely  to  continue  its 
 funding. The NGO did not give a narrative of what it had achieved. The foundation officer 
 explained “I understand, but I can’t bring that into my boardroom. I need to give a narrative 
 of  what  has  changed.”  Without  indicators  of  success,  the  foundation  was  compelled  to 
 measure the impossible. Measurement was an essential component of evaluating change, 
 and of the audit itself.  


I  spoke  with  another  man,  who  I  will  call  Mr.  A,  who  ran  a  private  consulting  firm  that 
 provided  accounting,  financial  management,  and  regulation  compliance  services  for 
 NGOs.  It  charged  fees  from  donor  agencies  for  its  services.  For  Mr.  A,  the  term 
 accountable was insufficient in the Indian context. Because he published a newsletter for 
 NGOs  in  Hindi  as  well  as  English,  he  sought  an  appropriate  translation.  He  considered 
 uttar dai, which meant “answerable” but then he realized he was still working in what he 
 considered  to  be  a  western  framework  –  when  someone  gives  money,  you  are 
 accountable to them. Instead, he decided to use the term lekha yog, which is part of yog 
 (roughly  translated  as  a  combination  of:  practice,  discipline,  devotion,  and  union.  In  the 
 Hindi online dictionary there are 24 definitions for yog). Lekha yog is not enforced by an 
 external agency but, rather, it is brought about from inside. It is a spiritual answer – being 
 answerable from  within. By  spirituality, he explained,  “We  do  not  mean  religion”  Instead, 
 he  meant  “responsibility,  purity,  clarity.”  Instead  of  religion,  which  he  considered  to  be  a 
 particular way of worship, lekha yog was dharm, a sense of duty or righteous path. 


For  Mr.  A  the  western  world  was  dependent  upon  external  regulatory  logic  where  the 
 Indian world was more self-regulatory. Karm phal – the fruit of your action (or, in English: 


karma) was the effect of this alternative regulatory potential. “Karm phal will find you after 
 millions  of  years  as  a  heifer  will  find  its  mother  in  a  big  herd  of  cows.  When  you  do 
 something in this life, you remain accountable for it. You will get rewards in this lifetime or 
 the  next  or  100  lifetimes  later.”  This  accountability  was  not  restricted  to  this  lifetime. 


Philanthropic action, in the Indian context (and according to Mr. A) was not philanthropic in 
terms  of  love  of  mankind.  People  gave  philanthropically  –  in  terms  of  dān.  “Dān  is  your 
dharm”  Giving  is  a  duty.  This  concept  of dharm  or  duty  was  an  action-oriented  code  of 



(17)conduct, a spiritual duty that translated into prescriptions for daily life. When one donates 
 according to duty, the ideal form is secret and anonymous (in Hindi, gupt dān). “When we 
 talk about it [donation] it looses power,” he said. When we want eternal benefit we should 
 not  tell  people  about  it.”  Mr.  A  translated  this  secrecy  to  the  NGO-sector  in  India,  which 
 kept  public  knowledge  of  funds  discrete.  He  was  critical  of  Bill  Gates,  who  had  recently 
 given  a  corporate  donation  of  millions  of  dollars  for  AIDS  in  India.  “He  was  doing  it 
 because XYZ. Corporate social responsibility is a mocking of social responsibility.” He saw 
 rudiments of this concept in Indian giving. “Indians won’t tell you where and how they are 
 giving. There is privacy about disclosing donation. They will not tell you.”  


In India an enormous amount of donation takes place according to religious conceptions of 
 dān.  Much  religious  donation  exists  outside  of  account  books  (Agarwal  &  Dadrawala 
 2004). Taxpayers donate large amounts in cash or in kind at shrines, and do not claim any 
 tax  deduction  since  donations  to  religious  charities  are  not  eligible  for  deduction.  The 
 statistics, when available are quite astounding. One of the most famous temples in India 
 (Shri  Thirupathi  Devasthanam  Trust)  receives  Rs  188  crores  (approximately  US  $41 
 million) annually in cash donations. Pilgrims donate gold, jewelry and other valuables. The 
 sale value of hair donated by pilgrims comes to an additional Rs 20 crores (approximately 
 US $4.36 million) annually. Mata Vaishno Devi Shrine in Jammu has an annual income of 
 Rs.  75  crores  (approximately  US  $16  million),  mainly  from  offerings  by  devotees. 


Thousands  of  other  temples, gurudwaras,  dargahs  (Muslim  shrines)  churches  and  other 
 institutions across India receive significant donations. 


Religious giving/donation in secret conflicts with western assumptions of transparency and 
 accountability  in  the  NGO  sector  -  also  known  as  “ethical  practices.”  Mr.  A  thought  that, 
 NGOs  were created  in a  western  model.  “In  India,  people do  charity directly and  locally. 


Organized  charity  is  not  the  way.  You  do  it  and  forget  it  (dān).”  NGOs  [in  India]  are 
 structured around the western model to take advantage of money flowing into the country, 
 but many local NGOs are not able to tap these funds. As Mr. A said, somewhat ironically, 
 Hindu organizations were “considered untouchable” by western agencies.  


When Indians donate to religious organizations they do not get a tax break  – and in this 
way,  from  the  perspective  of  transparency  and  accountability,  religious  charity  is 
underground. The language of the external audit was not translatable to the language of 
Hindu  donation,  of  inner  regulation.  Of  course  many  in  the  NGO  world  considered  the 
funds  used  for  religious  gifts  “black  money:”  money  earned  illegally  that  people  did  not 
want  to  account for.  However, for  Mr.  A  the  expenses  of external auditing  practice  were 
themselves  scandalous.  “The  bulk  of  money  is  being  wasted  because  of  the  inherent 
wastage  of  the  corporate  charity  model;  wasted  on  overheads.  The  corporate  model, 
promises efficiency, which is precisely what you don’t get with the corporate model.” Mr. A 
was  part  of  the  online  NGO-credibility  forum.  In  addition  to  measuring  internal  controls, 
accounting  systems, and the financial  environment,  risk  measurement for  Mr.  A  included 
the  GUT  FEELING  of  people  monitoring  programs.  He  had  an  arithmetic  model  that 
integrated  and  calculated  intuition.  For  Mr.  A’s  organization,  credibility  involved  making 
realistic  plans  –  for  both  donors  and  NGOs.  He  said,  “To  us,  credibility  is  not  about 
accounting standards and vouchers. It is about doing what you say, and saying only what 
you can actually do. The key credibility indicator is your results against plans. The truth is 
that  'plans'  are  also  susceptible  to  influences  in  the  external  environment.”  Such 



(18)donors and the media fed a certain inflation of possibility that cultivated the environment of 
 suspicion. 



Conclusion: 


Differing  conceptions of the  gift  may  influence how  humanitarianism,  and  development  – 
 as  unrequited  gifts  –  are  understood.  For  example,  religious  ideas  of dharm,  duty,  and 
 alms,  may  surround  interpretations  of  both  secular  humanitarianism  and  development. 


Differing  conceptions  of  trust  may  also  influence  how  humanitarianism  and  development 
 are practiced. For example, many Indians don’t trust institutions; they trust people, hence 
 the  relevance  of  direct  philanthropy.  While  secular  notions  of  humanitarianism  rely  on 
 concepts of “objectivity” and “neutrality”, these frames may not make sense in other parts 
 of the world where giving is relationally understood. If one trusts family and known others, 
 one does not automatically trust strangers. Thus to form an NGO with strangers (to avoid 
 nepotism)  and  to  give  services  to  strangers  (again,  a  neutral  other)  is  somewhat 
 antithetical to Indian concepts of service to society. Seva (service) is often toward a known 
 other, traditionally a guru or an elder family member. One does seva for specific others as 
 a  sign  of  respect.  There  are  other  types  of  seva,  to  the  nation  for  example  –  and 
 voluntarism with NGOs is often discussed in these terms. The gift that does not require a 
 return  (dan)  is  one  form  of  humanitarian  practice.  The  gift  that  demands  a  return  is 
 another;  it  is  offered  by  NGOs  that  require  rituals  of  verification.  Whether  via  internal 
 regulatory processes (lekha yog), external audits and site visits, or demands for receipts to 
 track “where the money goes,” humanitarian efforts are mediated by secular and religious 
 understandings  of  regulation.  In  New  Delhi,  regulation  is  not  colonized  by  the  state, 
 although this too is in transition as the state attempts to gain more control over the fields 
 that NGOs engage with and the funds that support them. 
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Minutes of the discussion following Erica Bornstein’s  presentation 


By  Marie  Juul  Petersen,  Institute  of  Regional  and  Cross-cultural  Studies,  University  of 
 Copenhagen 


Part  of  the discussion  turned on the  relationship between  NGOs  and  government.  One 
 person  noted  that  in  Bhutan,  people  distinguish  between  GONGOs  and  ‘real  NGOs’, 
 reflecting  the fact  that  people  trust  NGOs  but  they  mistrust  government.  Another  person 
 said that it is important to discuss and deconstruct the image of NGOs as inherently ‘good’ 


and ‘cooperative’. NGO relations may be conflict-ridden and competitive, something which 
 became particularly clear after the Haiti earthquake. 


Bornstein commented that it is not possible to say anything generic about the relationship 
 between government and NGOs – context is crucial. In India, for instance, institutions and 
 organisations  are  mistrusted,  while  people  are  trusted.  But  in  Zimbabwe,  NGOs  are 
 considered  ‘good’,  and  government  tries  to  take  credit  for  their  actions. Research  on 
 NGOs should not necessarily be about determining who is at fault, who is ‘good’ and who 
 is  ‘evil’,  but  about  mapping  the  moral  landscape  that  NGOs  navigate  in.  It  is  difficult  to 
 criticise people who are doing good, but NGOs should not be outside the realm of criticism 
 and scrutiny – like governments and businesses, they are players in the arena of politics 
 and power, and as such, they should be criticised and analysed.  


  


Another  part  of  the  discussion  focused  more  specifically  on NGOs  and  religion.  One 
 person  raised  the  question  whether  foreign  religious  NGOs  in  India  –  e.g.  Protestant 
 NGOs  –  undermine  local  religious  practices.  Another  person  noted  that  unlike  in  Africa, 
 missionary organisations in India are not very powerful and there is lots of hostility towards 
 these  organisations.  A  person  pointed  out  that  not  only  religious  NGOs  are  ‘foreign’ 


agents,  involved  in  processes  of  translation.  Secular  NGOs  have  to  translate  their 
 discourses  and  practices  as  well  –  but  often  people  do  not  think about  that,  considering 
 secular NGOs to be neutral and generic. 


Bornstein  noted  that  differences  between  religious  and  secular  organisations  may  not 
 always  be  the  most  relevant  differences  to  explore.  Initially,  she  said,  she  wanted  to 
 practices of giving in religious temples and secular NGOs,  but this dichotomy quickly fell 
 apart  –  what  seemed  much  more  important  was  the  differences  between  formal  and 
 informal practices of giving. Informal practices of giving are small but often regular and 
 systematic. The question is why is these practices are not considered to be ‘development’ 


on equal terms with what formal NGOs do. A person noted that much of churches’ social 
 work – diaconia – has the same problem; it is not considered proper development.  


A focus on development as practices of giving raises the question why and how people 
give?  Bornstein  points  out  that  in  India,  people do  not  only  give  out  of  compassion,  but 
also  out  of  fear  –  of  cursing,  for  instance.  A  person  asks  whether  there  are  differences 
between Christian and Hindu ways of giving. Bornstein says that in Christianity, traditions 
of giving to strangers is stronger than in Hinduism where giving is relational, the recipient 
is not a neutral stranger. 



(21)Bornstein points out that giving is intimately related to trust and accountability. Do  you 
 trust institutions or do you trust individuals? Perhaps there is a difference between basic 
 trust  and  intentional  trust.  In  Denmark,  one  person  notes,  we  are  witnessing  a  trend 
 towards  personal  giving,  based  on  a fear of  misuse  of  institutional funds.  In  Uganda ten 
 years  ago,  another  person  says,  people  seemed  to  trust  the  churches.  Today,  they 
 mistrust  them  –  perhaps  because  of  the  increasing  NGOisation  of  churches  and  their 
 involvement  with  development  projects.  There  are  too  many  churches  and  they  do  not 
 handle their responsibilities well. There may be different kinds of trust, but there are also 
 different kinds of suspicion. 


Giving  –  both  formal  and  informal  –  is  also  related  to hierarchies, Bornstein  noted.  In 
 India, the Hindu system of giving may  in some cases  strengthen caste, something which 
 Goria  Goodwin  Raheja  has  written  about  in  her  book, The  Poison  in  the  Gift.  In  urban 
 spaces,  however,  people  talk  about  dan  in  different  ways,  they  do  not  mention  caste. 


People who are involved formal development practices do not always want to think about 
the fact that development is reifying hierarchies. But development aid is not an entitlement 
–  it  is  a  temporary  gift,  and  as  such,  it  creates  and  sustains  relations  of power  between 
giver and recipient. 



(22)
2nd plenary session 



‘Do-it-yourself development’? The (re)-making of  community based natural resource management 


by Frances Cleaver, School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London 



Introduction 


This paper draws on research in a rural area of Zimbabwe to explore the development of 
 local  institutions for  water  and  grazing  management  over  time. Central  to  the  analysis  is 
 the concept of ‘institutional bricolage’ – the conscious and non-conscious assembly of new 
 institutions  through  innovation and  the  redeployment  of  existing  norms  and  practices. 


Using data collected over the last two decades I track processes of bricolage in one village 
 in  Zimbabwe.  I  show  improvised  arrangements  are  legitimised  by  ‘tradition’;  such 
 processes  confer  authority  and  are  often  dominated  by  the  more  powerful bricoleurs.  In 
 this  paper  I  consider  the  potential  and  limits  of  institutional  bricolage  in  securing  more 
 effective resource management and in contributing to equitable local development. 


In February 2010 I returned to Nkayi District in Zimbabwe where I had carried out research 
 in the 1990’s on community management of rural water supplies. My aim was to track the 
 evolution  of  community  based  institutions  over  the  intervening  period  –  years  in  which 
 Zimbabwe  had  plunged  into  economic  and  political  crisis.    Though  conventional  wisdom 
 suggests  that  this  was  an  unprecedented  crisis  in  Zimbabwean  history,  locally  it  can  be 
 seen more as a continuation of underdevelopment and marginalisation. Official reports and 
 commentary  about  the  contemporary  development  situation  in  Nkayi  district  have  eerie 
 echoes of those of decades of colonial administrators in the 20th century.  


The views of the current Chief Nkalakatha are that the district is ‘ under-developed, under–


skilled and under financed’. Very similar sentiments were expressed by a series of Native 
 Commissioners in the first half of the twentieth century reporting on the ‘uphill struggle to 
 develop a  backward  district’,  the  lack  of  infrastructure  and  the  reluctance of  residents  to 
 provide labour for development works.  The 5 Year Strategic Plan for Nkayi (drawn up by 
 the  Rural  District  Council  and  being  revised  in  2010)  bemoans  the  councils’  inability  to 
 raise  funds  people’s  unwillingness  to  pay  rates  for  both  economic  and  political  reasons. 


‘There  is  a  lack  of  equipment  for  maintenance  of  public  goods/  service  delivery’  and  a 


‘dangerous  dependency  syndrome  that  has  encroached  into  people’s  culture.  Free  food 
 handouts and food for work programmes have also added to this dependency dilemma’.  


The idea that the ‘backwardness’ of the district is caused by patterns of under-resourcing 
and  non-  participation  over  many  decades  suggests  a  dismal  picture  of  both  state  and 
community inactivity.  But it raises questions; if the district is so beset by state incapacity 
and  community  inactivity,  how  are  livelihoods  secured,  resources  managed  and 
distributed, the social order maintained? In previous papers I suggested the importance of 
social  networks  and  cosmological  understandings  to  the  organisation  of  social  and 
economic life, and to survival in adverse situations. In this paper I re-focus on community 



(23)life and collective action, to examine how these local institutions have evolved over time. I 
 revisit some of the key themes of institutional bricolage set out in previous papers (Cleaver 
 2000, 2002)  and relate these to wider  debates about the nature and role of the state in 
 development.  By  re-examining  the  institutional  landscape  of  Eguqeni  village  in  Nkayi 
 District,  after  nearly  two  decades  of  crisis  of  national  governance  in  Zimbabwe,  I  situate 
 local processes of bricolage in the context of wider societal trends.  



Thinking about institutions 


Ideas about the nature of institutions for natural resource management can be categorised 
 into  two  broad  schools  of  thought.  ‘Mainstream  institutionalism’  (MI),  as  elaborated  by 
 Elinor Ostrom (1990) and other common property scholars, holds that it is possible to craft 
 robust and enduring institutions for resource management. In these models the application 
 of  institutional  design principles  (regarding  incentives,  jurisdictional  boundaries,  decision-
 making etc) can shape individual and collective action in desirable ways. 


Such  perspectives  have  strongly  influenced  policy  and  practice,  for  example  informing 
 community  based  resource  management  initiatives.   However,  another  school  of  thought 
 critiques  Mainstream  Institutionalism for  its  narrowly  instrumental focus  (on efficiency  not 
 equity), privileging of economic premises, paucity of social, historical and political analysis 
 and ‘thin’ model of human action derived from rational choice theory. ‘Post-institutionalist’ 


critics  emphasise  rather  the  embeddedness  of  institutions  in  everyday  social  life,  their 
 historic  formation  and  the  interplay  between  traditional/modern  and  formal/informal 
 arrangements. For them rules, boundaries, and processes are ‘fuzzy’, social identities and 
 unequal  power  relationships  shape  resource  management  arrangements  and  outcomes 
 (see Johnson for a review of different schools of thinking about the commons). 


  


From a post institutional perspective the analytic focus incorporates the wider institutional 
 landscape  in  which  particular  arrangements  are  situated.  I  have  used  the  concept  of 
 bricolage to explore a more socially located version of institutional crafting or design; one 
 which  takes  account  of  both  the  potential  and  limit  of  individual  and  collective  agency. 


Institutions may be purposefully established but their processes and effects do not adhere 
 to the boundaries of deliberate design. Decisions about natural resource management are 
 embedded  in  layers  of  everyday  practice  and  overlapping  social  relationships,  the 
 legitimacy of innovations are established through reference to the past and the ‘right way 
 of doing things’.  Institutions are also shaped by the ways in which wider societal resource 
 allocations and  trends  inscribe onto  local  life  and  livelihoods.  It  is  to  the  influence of  the 
 state and development initiatives on local institutional arrangements that we now turn.   


Various  approaches  to  theorising  institutions  correspond  to  differing  conceptions  of  the 
nature of the state in development.  Mainstream Institutional thinking (MI) tends to adopt 
the  lens  of  rational  bureaucracy  –  or  ‘seeing  like  a  state’.  Scott  (1998),  writing  of  state 
directed  ‘grand  schemes  to  improve  the  human  condition’  such  as  ujaama  in  Tanzania, 
suggests  that  such  schemes  are  doomed  to  fail  as  they  ignore  the  informal  or  social 
knowledge and informal networks that would be crucial to their success This implies that 
through the planned and logical organisation of people and resources, economic life can 
be  transformed  to  produce  desired  development  outputs.  The  focus  of  Mainstream 
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