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The central plank in our project was that school pupils were at once the authors, implementers and recipients of their development.  As will be seen here, there has been much discussion in the last two decades or so on participation within the ‘development industry’.  Our presentation was intended to address these themes.  The gradual drift towards greater local, recipient participation in development projects was taken to its logical conclusion; that is, a self-generated project lacking any significant external agency.  This strategy was a deliberate rhetorical device intended to assert the benefits, both in pragmatic, practical terms, and in ideological, ethical ones, of people ‘doing development for themselves’.  We also hoped to generate an implicit critique of ‘people having development done to them’.

The project was cheap.  It was not dependent on any external aid.  The recipients could not be subjugated to an outside authority, because there was none.  Problems concerning the use of inappropriate technologies were sidestepped as the project was built on local knowledge and expertise.  The possibility of unintended, unpredicted consequences was minimized as development was sought not by tampering with existing social and political structures, but by working within them.  

Ours was a utopian model.  The pupils were able to improve their nutritional status by themselves.  While many communities are able to follow this path of development, others, for whatever reason, are not.  Action from outside of the community seems required to improve their lives.  It is the most spectacular of understatements to say that intervening in a community to encourage development has its problems.  Indeed, many have commented that development should now be discussed in the context of failure, as the post-war efforts by the West to ‘develop’ the Third World have simply not succeeded in closing the gap in living standards.
  One of the most commonly cited reasons for this failure has been the prescriptive, top-down nature of the interventions.  Not enough attention was given, so the argument goes, to the specific local geographies and cultures of ‘target communities’.
  Another was that often even well intended interventions fail to secure legitimacy, and thus practical support, from the perspective of the local people. 

Especially since Chambers’ seminal work on rural communities in the 1980s, local participation in development schemes has been seen as a solution, a panacea even, to the failings of ‘top-down development.
  Sharing decision-making between external development actors and local recipients was once a radical, alternative form of development, but now it has become absorbed into the mainstream.
  As a caveat here, it should be said that others have developed very different chronologies and periodisations of development practice and thought than the one used here
, though few dispute that participation has grown to become a central component in contemporary development thought.

So, what is being suggested as the subject of this paper is a comparative analysis of different types of development practice.  In the first instance, there are prescriptive, ‘top-down’ methods.  Secondly, there are ‘bottom-up’, participatory schemes, and finally the self-generated model of our presentation.  These are not proposed as rigid categories into which all development initiatives must fall.  Instead, they are points along a continuum which reflect the level of community involvement in a development project.  The comparison will be less focussed on the ‘top-down’ section of the continuum.  While it is important to compare all approaches, the various critiques of prescriptive forms are not directly relevant to the issues our project raises, and in any case, they are well documented elsewhere.

If, following Sen, development is a process whereby individual freedoms are increased, then surely people must be free to choose their own path of development.
  This paper will speculate on the most effective way of delivering personal freedom.  It will ask whether development organizations can liberate anyone from the unfreedom of poverty without curtailing their right to self-determination, and if not, whether the intervention be justified as ‘the lesser of two evils’.  Similarly, it will ask the inverse question – ‘should all Western development interventions cease to interfere?’ and ‘Is our model of internal development an ideal one, or simply an extreme one?’

Thus, a set of questions have been posed, both empirical ones which aim to take stock what is happening, and more theoretical ones which ask what should ideally happen.  But, before beginning the task of answering these questions, a methodological disclaimer needs to be issued.  Certainly, there is a vast literature documenting the activities of various development actors.  Yet significant gaps still exist.  For example, many non-governmental organizations (NGOs) publish their strategies and goals.  However, comparatively few ethnographies are conducted on the work of the NGOs themselves, and even fewer that could be considered independent of NGOs’ need to present themselves as successful to various parties, donors in particular.
  In other words, the plans and schemes of NGOs are well known, but the practice is often difficult to assess.  This methodological problem is of particular significance in assessing the allegation that a gap exists between ‘reality and rhetoric’ in implementing participatory schemes.

This paper will be organised in the following way.  Firstly, the growth of participatory approaches will be discussed, along with theoretical and empirical observations that encouraged them.  Then, an evaluation will be given of the strengths and limitations of such approaches.  Finally, a few reflections will be made on the implications, importance and plausibility of self-generated development.

To understand the rise of participatory approaches, attention must be paid to the context in which they grew – the late 1970s and early 1980s.  As mentioned above, development - or at least the mainstream modernisation paradigm - had failed.  Or, more specifically, it was increasingly been seen as a failure.  The catastrophic effects of the sharp rise in oil prices in the late 1970s were particularly difficult to ignore.
  

The philosopher Thomas Kuhn influentially argued that major changes in received wisdom tend to occur in ‘paradigm shifts’, whereby new discoveries render existing frameworks of understanding obsolete and new ways of thinking emerge rapidly.
  This model fits the rise of participatory approaches well.  As the weaknesses of ‘top-down’ development managed by technical specialists became ever more unavoidable, the search for alternative practices intensified.  A particularly influential model was Rapid Rural Appraisal, which later involved into the Participatory Rural Approach (PRA).  In addition to the greater importance being attached to eliciting local support and knowledge, emphasis was also being placed on the individual cultural and social variables of particular target communities.  The sociologist Cernea is seen as being particularly influential in encouraging greater ethnographical study of particular Southern communities.

So, a model for intervention developed that took far greater notice of local peoples’ particular needs and valued greatly their participation in development.  Why then, is it still pertinent for our proposal to address these themes?  What is it about these revolutionary participatory approaches that our project found inadequate and thus chose not to include?

Our position was not so much that participatory approaches are a bad thing – and certainly not that they are no better than the programmes they replaced – but instead we wanted to prompt a second look at them.  We wanted to question critically the notion that a new era of
co-operative, democratic development really emerged.  We wanted to know how much things had really changed since the ‘bad old days’ of authoritarian, prescriptive and ‘top-down’ development. Perhaps most of all, we wanted to ask: ‘if local people were supposed to be in charge of their own development, why are outsiders necessary at all?’

By criticising the paradigm of participatory development, we were in part aligning ourselves to some of the recent academic work on the subject.  While some raised concern as early as 1994, many of the objections were brought together in the collection ‘Participation – The New Tyranny’.
  As an aside, it is interesting to note how long these critiques took to formulate.  Chambers comments on the problems of ‘academic lag’ – that is, the time it takes for research to be undertaken, processed, reviewed, published and read.  It can be, he points out, easily a decade before important analysis influences mainstream academia. 
  Similarly, there are problems with independence.  As Kothari and Cooke point out, many academics researching development will themselves be practitioners, or at the very least have personal friendships with those that are.
  There is a risk, therefore, that such academic analysis could be, if not tainted outright, then at least somewhat timid and delayed in raising a dissenting voice.

Setting aside these concerns, there are several main strands to the case against participatory development.  One of the most influential relates how participatory approaches are underpinned by a particular notion of community.  In a local context, typically a rural village, consultation and shared decision-making practices will be instigated with members of the community.  Those working with the NGOs are supposed to represent and defend the broader interests of the community.  Many critics have argued that this notion of a community is a myth, in particular, it assumes an implausible degree of homogeneity and solidarity.  Frances Cleaver provides a typical exposition of this scepticism when she demonstrates how power and wealth are often unevenly concentrated.
  Such disparities and differences in interest greatly shape the encounter with development practitioners.  A particular concern here should be how gendered inequalities scupper ambitions of democratic development.  The most confident public speakers, religious leaders and those already occupying some form of political office are among those likely to get the biggest say in ‘participation’ – few are likely to be women.  Others, such as Pratten and Baldo in their investigation of Sudanese migrant associations, have demonstrated how ‘communities’ are often organised around cultural links, not geographical proximity. 
  Participatory approaches often seem inadequately equipped to deal with these complexities. 
A more general concern about NGOs using participatory approaches is that they tend to overstate how much authority they grant local actors.  In my own experience working in Tanzania, it often appeared that despite our efforts to seek local views, we often carried out our projects much as they had originally been planned, regardless of their input.
  While accepting many of the positive aspects of participatory approaches, Jane Oliver makes a similar point in suggest that NGOs themselves are rarely as democratically run as their own projects.  As well as being ‘downwardly accountable’ to their local partners, NGOs need to be ‘upwardly accountable’ to their donors.  NGOs often seem to struggle to balance these commitments.  For example, a local community ‘participating’ with an NGO backed by a faith-based charity might struggle to access condoms and frank advice about sex.
  Here, for all the rhetoric about local self-determination, ideological agendas still seem shaped by the politics of the West.

There is a literature of counter-criticism defending NGOs and participatory approaches.  Various authors have noted how many in the ‘Participation as Tyranny’ school use out-of-date or ‘bad practice’ examples, which hardly threatens the paradigm as a whole.
  A more powerful defence is that there has been a general failure to develop a comparative perspective.
  In short – ‘if not participation, then what?’  It is appropriate here to consider more directly our proposal.  We asserted that development can be self-generated, even if it does not ‘count’ according to NGOs.  Development can and does ‘happen by itself’.  In the strictest sense, ours was not a proposal at all, in that we were not trying to make a sale to our audience.  

We (playing the role of Tanzanians) were instead asserting that we are active agents seizing control of our futures, not idly waiting for development workers to arrive.  Our scheme was intended to critique the paradigm of ‘development as projects’.  The notion that the ‘nuts and bolts’ of development needs to be carried out – in a participatory manner or otherwise – by Northern actors is plainly false.  However, we are not saying that the North should do nothing.  The plausibility of our presentation is underwritten by several important structural requirements, in particular, a strong education system and a stable export price for agricultural produce.  Without these, the students of our presentation simply would not have time or intellectual space in which to develop and implement their ideas.

The Good Food Club is an ideal form of development.  But it is only realistic when the region as a whole is economically healthy and stable.  Much could be done by the North to help secure this future – in areas like trade and debt especially – though there is not space here to discuss these complex debates.

Until the structural position of Tanzania improves enough to permit such development, it seems that NGOs will remain a fixture in the towns and villages of the nation.  The argument made here is that development involving outside actors is always likely to be beset by problems of how to best involve local people.  As an ideal, our presentation intended to demonstrate that participatory programmes are not the panacean solution they are often held to be, but instead a stop-gap measure that can never be perfect.  In particular we wanted to highlight, following Kaplan, the “assumption that development is brought by others who are presumably more developed”. 
  While ever NGOs operate with such assumptions, their programmes need to be constantly evaluated critically.  It is hoped that while not resolving the debate on how to best conduct rural development projects, our presentation made a commentary on the critical theme of participation in development.
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