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ANTHROPOLOGISTS
AND DEVELOPMENT

Allan Hoben

Department of Anthropology, Boston University African Studies Center,
Boston, Massachusetts

INTRODUCTION

Anthropologists have long been concerned with processes of social and
cultural change and have made significant contributions to their under-
standing. This review, however, is primarily concerned with the involve-
ment of anthropologists in the deliberately planned bilateral, multilateral,
and private efforts to foster economic development and social change in low
income countries that have flourished since the close of World War II.
General anthropological theories of development and underdevelopment
which have been reviewed by Schneider (128) and Nash (109) are dealt with
only insofar as they illuminate or are illuminated by anthropologists’ experi-
ence with development assistance activities.

The review also emphasizes work done in the past decade, a period which
has witnessed a renewed and expanded involvement of anthropologists in
development. As Hinshaw notes in his review of administration and policy,
the results of this recent work are not generally available to academic
audiences and have not previously been reviewed or assessed (66, pp. 498—
99).

Anthropologists working in development have not created an academic
subdiscipline, “development anthropology,” for their work is not character-
ized by a coherent or distinctive body of theory, concepts, and methods.
Development anthropology has, however, become an incipient profession
and a field of study. Through their common experience over the past decade
and their more and less formal networks, anthropologists working in devel-
opment have begun to develop a shared understanding of the organization,
“professional culture,” and the bureaucratic and political decision making
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processes that characterize development assistance programs. They have
also found common ways of identifying and synthesizing relevant infor-
mation from a variety of sources within a limited time and of presenting it
in a way that will effectively bring their insights to bear in different kinds
of decision making contexts. At the same time, anthropological involvement
in development has produced a body of technically informed, substantive
findings on different types of development initiatives such as pastoral live-
stock projects and basic health care delivery systems that crosscut tradi-
tional academic functional and ethnographic categories. Finally, the role of
the development anthropologist is becoming institutionalized in several
development agencies.

This review does not attempt to provide a comprehensive catalogue of
this increasing anthropological involvement in development or a detailed
description of its impact or substantive contribution to anthropological
research. Rather it is addressed to four underlying questions: (¢) Why has
it been difficult for anthropologists to make an effective contribution to
development work? (b) In what ways and to what extent have recent
changes both in development theory and practice and in anthropology
overcome this difficulty? (c) What has anthropology contributed to devel-
opment work and what is its potential? (4) What has anthropological work
in development contributed to anthropology?

To anticipate, the central thesis of this essay is that the difficulties an-
thropologists have had in making theoretical and practical contributions to
development work is related to both the well-recognized short-term politi-
cal uses of development assistance programs and ethnocentric tech-fix ori-
entation of the dominant development paradigm, and to the less widely
acknowledged fact that anthropologists have had little understanding of
policy formation or implementation processes and have, until recently, had
relatively little positive and nontrivial contribution to make.

Second, it is argued that recent changes in the development paradigm,
the conceptual model of and for development used by planners, and in
anthropology have begun to lay the basis for a more fruitful relationship
between anthropologists and development practitioners. The most impor-
tant of these changes in the development paradigm are increased awareness:
(a) that low income rural people’s economic behavior is based on pragmatic
choice as much as tradition; (b) that local technologies and institutions are
often adaptive and generally must be built upon, not merely swept aside;
(c) that equitable income and asset distribution are not only desirable ends
but contribute to sustained growth; and (d) that programs will succeed in
promoting equitable growth and access to services only if they are fine-
tuned to local situations, needs, and interests. The change in anthropology
which has contributed to this reorientation in the development paradigm
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and to more effective anthropological work in development planning is the
increasing sophistication with which the behaviorally oriented branches of
the discipline can analyze patterned behavior of many kinds as the result
of choices made within a specified social, historical, ecological, and eco-
nomic setting.

The discussion falls into three parts. The first outlines the major struc-
tural and cultural features that have informed the United States foreign aid
enterprise from its inception after World War II, and sketches the role
played by anthropologists in this enterprise from 1950 to the mid-1960s.
The second is concerned with the progress and contributions made by
anthropologists since their reentry into development work in significant
numbers nearly a decade later. The third provides a short assessment of the
distinctive contribution of anthropology to development planning.

DEVELOPMENT AND ANTHROPOLOGISTS: THE
FIRST TWO DECADES

Despite the apparent appropriateness of anthropological skills for work in
technical assistance, the relative prominence of anthropologists in public
policy circles during the 1940s (54, 55, 102), early high level involvement
in the Truman administration’s planning for foreign aid, the involvement
of several distinguished academic anthropologists (5, 49, 56, 132), and the
full-time participation of many younger anthropologists in the field, an-
thropology had little lasting impact on development theory or practice, and
anthropologists had virtually disappeared from the ranks of agency person-
nel by 1970. This peripheral role and eventual disappearance of anthropolo-
gists must be understood in relation to the diverse political, economic, and
bureaucratic interests, and the axiomatic assumptions or paradigm that
shaped the development effort, as well as to the state of anthropological
theory and method.

The Rise of Foreign Assistance

Many of the contradictions that have frustrated anthropologists and others
working in development programs can be traced to their dependence on
multiple constituencies with differing objectives and expectations. Effective
policy—what agencies do—is seldom a reflection of any one constituency’s
interests. As will be seen, this pluralism of objectives also provides opportu-
nities or entry points for anthropologists and others who wish to influence
resource allocation decisions.

United States development assistance programs took shape in the early
years of the cold war as a policy response to the spread of communism in
war-ravaged or formerly colonial countries. It was generally believed that
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this primary objective of stopping communism was consistent with the
mutually beneficial expansion of trade between rich and poor nations, the
pursuit of humanitarian goals, and the fostering of democratic political
institutions.

Support for foreign aid, which has never been popular with the electorate,
has thus come from an unlikely and unstable coalition of conservative,
military, business, humanitarian, and liberal interest groups. The enabling
legislation and funding forged by these interest groups in the legislature is
used selectively by the administration in power to pursue short-term foreign
policy objectives that may conflict with long-term developmental goals. To
make matters still more complex, different branches of the executive, such
as USDA, DOD, Treasury, and the State Department, often have conflict-
ing objectives in regard to specific countries and programs (137). Finally,
over time, development agencies and their personnel have generated their
own goals and standards for measuring success—goals which are not neces-
sarily consistent with those of the legislature, the administration, or other
special interest lobbies.

For the present discussion the significance of understanding the complex
institutional environment within which donor agencies must operate is
twofold. It accounts for the lack of continuity in foreign aid in regard to
funding levels, regional emphasis, and program content. It also means that
the decision making field or arena in which a development anthropologist
must function is characterized by a pluralism of objectives that enables
forceful individuals and coalitions, particularly in overseas missions, a sur-
prising degree of creative leeway in what they do.

Regardless of the constellation of objectives that motivated foreign aid at
any particular time and place, the approach taken has been informed by
variants of the same underlying paradigm. This paradigm is based on a
positivistic and ethnocentric interpretation of a particular historical pro-
cess, the emergence of capitalism, and the industrial revolution in Western
Europe. According to this interpretation, development is not merely an
economic phenomenon; instead, it requires a far-reaching and fundamental
transformation of society from “traditional” forms which constrain eco-
nomic growth to “modern” forms which promote it and which resemble our
own (16). The process of “modernization” entails the progressive erosion
of traditional values, institutions, and practices and their replacement by
those that are more rational, scientific, and efficient. In this view, traditional
values are seen as more particularistic, arbitrary, and less pragmatic than
our own. Traditional institutions such as the extended family, kinship-based
organizations, and communal control over natural resources are viewed as
stifling individual initiative, experimentation, and accumulation through
their collective orientation. Traditional behavior is thought to be governed
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by custom and tradition. To be sure, there are variations on these themes
in development theory, particularly in regard to “peasant rationality,” but
they do not, as is noted in the last section, break out of the ethnocentric and
atomistic framework that holds existing indigenous institutions to be con-
straints on, rather than the building blocks of, development.

At times these underlying paradigmatic assumptions about development
are expressed explicitly. More often, however, and more significantly, they
remain implicitly embedded in the way those engaged in development work
perceive problems and their solutions as they perform routine tasks.

The Anthropologist’s Role in Community Development

At its inception, then, the United States foreign assistance program was
launched with naive optimism and enthusiasm, reinforced by the political
and economic success of the postwar Marshall Plan in Europe, that the
major economic, technical, and social transformation entailed in develop-
ment could be readily and quickly achieved. This optimism was generally
shared by leaders in developing countries. It was assumed that the financial
resources made available through the Development Loan Fund would be
catalytic and that the International Cooperation Administration (ICA)
would be able to use American know-how to develop appropriate technical
and organizational solutions for the problems of rural development. These
would be accepted, once their advantages were correctly understood by
traditional peoples.

It soon became apparent that technical solutions often met -puzzling
resistance. In 1951, in response to this problem, a team of distinguished
social scientists recommended that a social scientist should be attached to
ICA overseas missions (94). Although their recommendations were not
direclty implemented, soon afterward the ICA began to recruit anthropolo-
gists (104).

From the ICA’s perspective, the task of the anthropologist was to facili-
tate the diffusion of improved technology by overcoming resistance to
change grounded in traditional values, institutions, and practices. In keep-
ing with this perception of their role, ICA placed its anthropologists in the
Community Development Division and assigned them to its overseas mis-
sions, where they served in program evaluation, planning, operations sup-
port, or community development efforts (94, 127).

The role of anthropologists and the problems they faced have been dis-
cussed by Schaedel (127), Boggs (24), and Hamilton (61). Their usefulness
from an administrator’s perspective is summarized by Miniclier (104), while
aggressive attacks on their utility are summarized by Langley (94). The
anthropologists suggest that their role was too limited, that they were not
given time to carry out adequate investigations, and that their advice was
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often not heeded. The administrators, for their part, complained that an-
thropologists were too narrowly trained, were interested only in long-term
research, and were hypercritical Cassandras who made too few constructive
suggestions.

A number of distinguished academic anthropologists, including Arens-
berg & Niehoff (5), Goodenough (56), Mead (101), and Spicer (132) ad-
dressed themselves to the problems of cross-cultural communication in
technical assistance for community development. A review of this literature
with the advantage of hindsight indicates that the theoretical and method-
ological bias of midcentury American anthropology appears, rather para-
doxically, to have limited anthropologists’ role and fo have reinforced the
development paradigm’s stereotype of traditional society. In keeping with
their commitment to cultural diversity and relativity, anthropologists ac-
cepted the role of helping technicians and planners understand the unique-
ness of each ethnic group’s customs, perceptions, and goals. This sustained
the idea that the anthropologist’s place is in the village and that his only
contribution to development is to serve as interpreter in direct action pro-
grams.

At the same time, anthropology’s role in developmental theory and policy
was limited by its reliance on arbitrary cultural values, traits, and patterns
to explain behavior, and its emphasis on diversity of cultural forms tended
to obscure similarities in social, economic, and political processes. This
reinforced the dominant development paradigm’s narrowly diffusionist, pa-
tronizing top-down model of development as a process of induced enlight-
enment. Even more damaging was anthropology’s failure to focus on the
complexity of the local community, individual decision making processes,
class interests and class formation, and the relationships of local communi-
ties and institutions to the wider political and economic institutions within
which they were embedded. This conservative orientation of applied an-
thropology in community development was noted and analyzed at the time
by Mexican anthropologist Batalla (13a). Finally, as Bastide has argued
(13), applied anthropologists of this era appear to have given little thought
to the multiple objectives and contradictions of development initiatives or
their ethical implications for the anthropologist working in development.

The Departure of Anthropologists from Development Work

The ICA, predecessor of AID, was once the nation’s largest employer of
anthropologists (94). Yet by the early 1970s, only a handful remained, and
virtually none of them were serving in their professional capacity as an-
thropologists. There were a number of reasons for this departure. Work in
development had proved to be frustrating and had always lacked prestige
within the profession. The rapid expansion of academic positions and de-
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partments and the lure of ample research funds thus tended to pull an-
thropologists away from all kinds of government work (53). Finally, there
was growing disenchantment with interventionist United States foreign
policy in Cuba, Guatemala, Brazil, and Indochina—disenchantment that
came to a head in the ethical crises triggered by anthropological involve-
ment in counterinsurgency efforts by the Defense Department in Project
Camelot and in Thailand and was galvanized by the protracted war in
Vietnam. :

The anthropologist’s role in development was also marginalized by theo-
retical shifts in the development paradigm that began well before the escala-
tion of the war in Vietnam. As the second development decade opened, in
the early 1960s, there was a general sense of frustration that the task of
development was proving intractable. The political and economic engine
driving the development effort had not lost its force, but it was in need of
a revised doctrine. Anthropologists had neither the vision of a better society
nor a theory of how to create it. Nor were they seriously represented in
policy circles. '

The economists’ theories of economic takeoff, the “big push,” the “great
spurt,” or minimum critical effort that provided the needed doctrine did not
abandon the end of fostering a far-going institutional transition—a process
of Westernization—but they differed on the best means to this end. They
held, rather paradoxically, that because of the long delay in industrializa-
tion and the lack of entrepreneurship, as well as a number of other inhibiting
institutional factors, the development of a modern economy required a
substantial, deliberate, planned, subsidized, and protectionist effort to in-
crease the rate of savings and of capital formation and foster the develop-
ment of an entrepreneurial class. In keeping with this belief, the
development effort in the 1960s increasingly concentrated on the urban,
industrial sector, on infrastructure and capital intensive technological inno-
vation, rather than on programs intended to benefit low income groups
directly, since their lot, it was believed, would eventually improve as the
benefits of rapid economic growth trickled down. Programs in rural and
community development, with which anthropologists had been associated,
were increasingly neglected, except in connection with counterinsurgency
efforts.

The disengagement of anthropologists from development lasted nearly a
decade. During this period, however, theoretical and methodological ad-
vances were made in academic anthropology that broadened the contribu-
tion of anthropologists when they returned in the mid-1970s. Among the
most important of these were: (a) a shift in theory toward analyzing endur-
ing patterns of behavior and changes in them as the cumulative product of
recurrent decisions in specific contexts; () a concomitant increase in the
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more rigorous use of quantitative methods in designing sample frames,
survey work, the analysis of variance within and between different segments
of groups that had previously been treated as relatively homogeneous, and
hypothesis testing; (c¢) the emergence of anthropological subfields focusing
on problems such as health care delivery, education, resettlement, and the
adoption of new agricultural technologies; (d) the publication of mono-
graphs documenting processes of economic and social change.

The salutory events of the late sixties and early seventies signaled the end
of political innocence for anthropologists and stimulated a critical reexam-
ination of the role of anthropology in public policy of all kinds. One expres-
sion of this awakening was a rather belated outburst of moral outrage at the
evils of colonialism and its passive acceptance by anthropologists. Another
was the attraction for many anthropologists of theories of development and
underdevelopment that challenged the underlying assumptions of the devel-
opment paradigm by maintaining, in one way or another, that the growth
of industrial capitalism and the concomitant expansion of north-south trade
was the major cause of the marginalization and immiseration of the world’s
poor (109). A third expression of this awakening was the growth of research
on bureaucratic process and public policy formulation (14, 66). All of these
changes had a bearing on the role played by anthropologists when shifts in
policy and theory brought them once again into development work.

ANTHROPOLOGISTS AND THE THIRD
DEVELOPMENT DECADE

In response to renewed concern with the impact of development on low
income peoples, anthropologists were brought into development work in
greater numbers and in a wider variety of decision making roles than ever
before during the second half of the 1970s. While this increase in the
participation of anthropologists did not bring about a dramatic reorienta-
tion of the development paradigm or overcome all of the bureaucratic
impediments to the use of social science information in planning (66), it did
have a modest cumulative impact on resource allocation decisions that
resulted in greater sensitivity to the needs and desires of low income groups
and to the potential benefits of taking the strengths as well as the weaknesses
of their present social organization into account in planning and executing
development assistance programs. Their broad involvement in decision
making for development gave anthropologists new insights into bureau-
cratic processes and strategies for making an effective contribution as an-
thropologists. It also challenged them to articulate and validate findings
from academic anthropology to other professionals in development with
complementary skills and insights and provided both the stimulus and the
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funding for a considerable body of anthropological field research and com-
parative analyses on a variety of topics pertinent to development.

New Directions in Foreign Aid

By the end of the second decade of development assistance in the early
1970s it was clear that the “big push” and “trickle down” approach was
not working as anticipated. The least developed nations were making little
headway, and even in countries that were achieving high growth rates in
their gross domestic product, the trickle-down effects were not working as
well as had been anticipated. The poor were as badly off as ever in terms
of underemployment, income, infant mortality, and nutrition—in some
cases, even Worse.

It was also evident that the gap between the urban and rural sectors was
being exacerbated by donor-advocated development policies designed to
trigger economic takeoff by subsidizing capital-intensive urban industrial
growth at the expense of the traditional and rural sectors.

These findings might not have brought about a change in development
policy had it not been for political backlash from the Vietnam war that gave
prominence to the humanitarian and liberal democratic objectives and con-
stituencies of foreign aid (70, pp. 356-57).

In the prestigious World Bank this policy change was signaled by Robert
MacNamara, who had been Secretary of Defense during the Vietnam
buildup, in a speech in Nairobi in 1970 (99). Its impact on the use of
anthropologists by the World Bank has been modest, due in large part to
the opposition of leading bank economists who felt that the dlsclphne lacked
a rigorous methodology.

For USAID the change was mandated by the Congress through amend-
ments to the Foreign Assistance Act in 1973 and 1975 (70, 88, 105). These
amendments, which came to be called the New Directions or Congressional

-Mandate, like MacNamara’s new policy initiative, required that greater
emphasis in policy and budgetary allocations be given to promoting more
equitable income distribution and employment opportunities for the “poor
majority,” to agriculture and rural development, to food crops, and to the
use of more labor intensive “appropriate” technologies in agriculture and
in capital projects such as road construction. The AID legislation, unlike
World Bank policy, required that the poor majority participate in the
“decisions that shape their lives” (48, Sect. 102a), as well as in the benefits
of assistance. This participatory goal was linked to the need to pay greater
attention “to interrelationships among technology, institutions, and eco-
nomic, social, environmental and cultural factors” (48, Sect. 103a).

As is often the case with legislation, the New Directions amendments
were drafted by a small group of congressional staffers and did not neces-
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sarily represent a matter of great concern to most congressmen. Neverthe-
less, the amendments, which were closely modeled on recommendations
made in a book by Owens & Shaw (113), provided the necessary though not
sufficient condition for the recruitment of anthropologists by USAID.

The Role of Anthropologists in USAID

In response to the new legislation, USAID introduced a formal requirement
for “social soundness analysis” on all projects. This requirement had little
immediate effect on substantive aspects of project design. The very need to
do the analysis, however, forced the Agency to incorporate professional
social scientists, mostly anthropologists, to whom it had previously been
hostile. As increasing numbers of anthropologists were brought into the
agency on a full-time basis, they were able to influence project design and
policy formulation before choices had been made and before the stage was
reached at which only justification for decisions already taken was desired.

The official Social Soundness Guidelines (138) drafted by Robert Berg
(20) from material prepared by Glynn Cochrane, went into effect on Sep-
tember 1, 1975. They call for a wealth of information concerning local
groups, how their members will be affected by a proposed project, and
whether it is likely that the project innovations will spread spontaneously
to other areas. At first analyses were carried out by anthropologists on
short-term contracts or by unqualified AID employees.

The new requirement was not popular with AID personnel, for it added
to their workload, did not seem necessary, raised complex issues that threat-
ened project approval, and in general did not seem to contribute to the
bureaucratic objective of designing projects and obligating funds within the
congressionally set budget cycle (70, 137).

The quality of the analyses was uneven. Often they did not focus on key
issues relevant to the project at hand. Even when the analysis was excellent,
its recommendations were not always reflected in project design. There were
also problems of differing expectations and mutual frustration between
anthropologists and personnel. These difficulties have been discussed at
length by Hoben (70), McPherson (100), and Perrett (115). In a recent
review of AID’s experience with social analysis over the first 5 years, based
on documents from 48 projects selected from all major geographic regions,
Ingersoll et al (84) found that, despite some improvement, analyses were
still uneven in quality and utility. Documentary evidence indicated that
social analysis had significantly influenced the design of only 25% of the
projects.

In part these problems with social analysis were due to its newness and
to the lack of AID personnel with appropriate training, but there were other
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sources of difficulty that arose from the nature of the decision making
process in AID. One of these was that the requirement for social analysis
was placed too late in the process of project design, after major choices and
commitments to host country officials had been made (133). As Hoben (70)
has shown, detailed information was brought to bear only at the later stages
of project design and approval cannot be taken into account, a fact that
frequently puts the expert, be he anthropologist, economist, or agronomist,
in an uncomfortable adversary role. Moreover, as Hoben (70), Ingersoll
(84), and P. Morgan (in preparation) have noted, the project paper is an
advocacy document prepared to justify the obligation of funds. It is bureau-
cratic common sense that serious problems should be ironed out before the
paper is written and not aired in it. Consequently, even when experts have
greatly influenced project design, their contribution may not be highlighted
in project documentation.

The other aspect of the decision making process in AID and other
development agencies that blunted the impact of anthropological insights
is development planners’ reliance on past projects or parts of them as
models for future projects. This practice is common because of the complex
and time-consuming nature of design work and the bureaucratic incentive
to avoid “unprecedented failure.” The project design process, therefore,
consists in large part of the team leader or project design officer choosing
between alternative models brought to his attention by experienced and
trusted individuals. Hoben has discussed the cognitive, symbolic, and con-
servative functions of project models in an analysis of decision making in
foreign assistance (70, pp. 354-56) and in an evaluation of pastoral livestock
projects in Africa (69).

Though the direct contribution of the requirement for Social Soundness
Analysis should not be discounted altogether—in many instances it did
make a difference—its most important contribution was indirect. It created
an effective demand for anthropologists and other social scientists and
legitimized their presence in the Agency. In the last analysis, the institution-
alization and impact of anthropologists in development work depends on
their ability to demonstrate their uility by participating as trusted insiders
playing many roles in a broad range of decision making processes and on
their success in validating insights from academic research through praxis,
by building them into elements of innovative projects that will serve as
cynosures for others.

The number of anthropologists working for AID on a full-time basis in
positions that drew on their professional skills increased from 1 in 1974 to
22 in mid-1977 (70) to at least 50 by July 1980 (9). Though exact data are
not available, the number of other anthropologists who worked for AID on
short-term contracts can be conservatively placed at well over 100.
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These anthropologists served under a variety of contractual arrange-
ments, including: regular employment in the foreign service, civil service,
and the International Development Internship program; personnel loan
arrangements with other federal agencies; long-term personal service con-
tracts; one to four year loans from universities under the Intergovernmental
Personnel Act; and contracts with consulting companies. Other things
being equal, anthropologists in permanent career positions were most sub-
ject to cooptation and goal displacement but, to the extent they avoided
these dangers, have had the most influence within the agency. At the other
end of the continuum, short-term consultants have been able to express
themselves freely—AID reports, unlike those done for private companies,
are in the public domain—but have had the least influence. Other things are
not, of course, always equal, and there have been many exceptions to these
structural generalizations.

The Agency’s new complement of anthropologists, unlike their predeces-
sors in the 1950s and 1960s, has served in many parts of the organization
and has participated in a wide range of tasks. In mid-1980, according to
Atherton (9), at least 20 anthropologists were employed on a full-time basis
in AID’s overseas missions and regional offices. For the most part, these
anthropologists do not conduct original research but rather bring to bear
existing data and an anthropological perspective on a wide range of bureau-
cratic tasks, including social analysis, project design, project supervision,
evaluation, and analysis of host country conditions. They also help identify
the need for additional social research by American or host country con-
tractors and participate in its supervision. Two of these, Mailloux (97) and
Greeley (59), have described their roles with the Nepal mission and the
AID’s Regional Office for East Africa, respectively.

Twelve anthropologists served in Regional Bureaus of AID in Washing-
ton, where they were responsible for helping to review all projects, draft
bureau policy guidelines, and sponsor contract research. Their roles have
been described by Seymour (130).

The other 18 full-time anthropologists worked in functionally specialized
support units, including: the rural development office (95), the nutrition
office, and the agriculture office of the Development Support Bureau; the
evaluation office and program review office of the policy bureau; and the
midcareer Development Studies program. The role of the short-term con-
sultants who participate in the design and evaluation of several hundred
projects a year has been discussed by Brokensha (26).

The organization and functions of the AID bureaucracy have been dis-
cussed by Atherton (9) and their dynamics described by Hoben (70) and
Tendler (137).

Wherever they are placed in the organization, career anthropologists face
a difficult choice between remaining specialists who keep up their reading
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and contacts with other members of the discipline, or becoming “general-
ists” with greater opportunities for upward mobility and influence. Langley
(94) and Steinberg (133) argue that anthropologists must maintain their
identity and gain recognition for their disciplinary background, as econo-
mists have done, and that AID must reform its career system to accomodate
this change. Benedict (17, 18) asserts that it is essential to bureaucratize the
presence of social scientists and their perspective by building it routinely
into high level decision making processes. Benedict himself has been ex-
tremely successful in accomplishing this task in the Bureau for the Near
East, where anthropologists and other social scientists in the Social Analysis
division have regularly had a measurable influence over the design and
implementation of major capital projects, as well as in more traditional
“social” programs. Recently Benedict became the first PhD anthropologist
to be appointed an AID Mission Director.

To sum up, considerable progress was made in institutionalizing the role
of anthropologists in AID decision making processes between 1976 and
1980. Requirements for social analysis have been broadened to cover all
stages of policy, program, and project design and evaluation. The number
of anthropologists working in the Agency increased exponentially. There
were, to be sure, many problems in the way anthropologists have been
assigned to roles and tasks and with the way they have carried them out.
Nevertheless, anthropologists working in AID have generally adapted their
skills to the bureaucratic environment and have made a positive contribu-
tion to development assistance programs. Several members of AID’s senior
management have made thoughtful assessments of this contribution and
suggestions for making a more effective use of anthropologists (6, 92, 131,
133).

At the time of writing it remains to be seen to what extent the gains of
the past decade will survive the Reagan administration’s shift in policy
concerns and anti social science bias. On the negative side USAID has
abolished virtually all direct hire social science positions for anthropologists
in its regional bureaus in Washington, and has greatly reduced the number
of positions in the overseas missions. In part, however, this is the result of
severe restrictions on AID’s personnel ceiling and is being compensated for
by the recruitment of additional anthropologists on fixed term contracts.

The congressionally mandated concern with rural and low income people
is still in AID’s enabling legislation, and the requirement for social analysis
is still in effect, but an increasing proportion of all United States foreign
assistance is being channeled through the Economic Support Fund and
other mechanisms that do not entail detailed consideration of social or local
conditions.

On a more positive note, most of the direct hire anthropologists brought
into the Agency and initially placed in behavioral science positions have
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merely been moved into generalist positions such as Rural Development
Officer where they continue to bring their professional expertise and dicipli-
nary perspective to bear on day-to-day decisions. Indeed, several an-
thropologists have moved into mid and upper level management positions
since the present administration took office.

In other development agencies the role of anthropology has remained the
same or been enhanced. The World Bank, for example, recently introduced
a new requirement for the anthropological analysis of all projects affecting
people who are culturally, economically, socially, and politically marginal
within their native lands (148).

In the long run it seems likely that development anthropologists will
continue to be involved in foreign assistance programs to the extent that
they prove their worth and that effective policy seeks to promote broadly
participatory development.

Anthropological Analyses of Development Work

Academic anthropologists working in AID and other donor organizations
have been subject to the kinds of norm conflicts analyzed by Bernard (21),
Chambers (35), Ford (47), and Hinshaw (66). While these problems persist,
they have been partially overcome as anthropologists have met the chal-
lenge of using their professional perspective to analyze and respond to the
bureaucratic environment in which they work as “participant observers.”

Analyses of the difficulty of integrating site-specific social science infor-
mation into bureaucratic decision making processes have been presented by
Bledsoe (22, 23), Bryant (31), and Hoben (70). Perhaps the most important
characteristic of this literature is that it seeks to transcend the naive nega-
tivism characteristic of much anthropological writing on development and
public policy, exemplified in many of the essays in Hymes (82) and Sanday
(126), by examining differential decision-making processes in relation to the
structural and cultural settings in which they occur.

Several authors have drawn upon their experience in development work
to suggest ways that anthropology can be used more effectively. Cochrane,
who has written extensively on anthropology and development (36-38), has
recently elaborated his approach to social analysis in a book addressed to
development practitioners (39). Unfortunately, this work, which is intended
to help bureaucrats know when and how to seek help from anthropologists,
is flawed by its use of dated and questionable anthropological insights.

In a piece that is somewhat more narrowly focused, Perrett (116) has
made an extremely effective case for using social and behavioral analysis to
an audience within the World Bank. Problems and techniques of making
rapid assessments in rural areas have also received increased attention (1).

Addressing himself to anthropologists who wish to work with donor
agencies, Greeley (59) stresses the need to be familiar with documents and
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procedures, get involved early, be constructive, and be realistic about facing
data constraints. Hoben (70), drawing on 3 years’ experience as Senior
Anthropologist for AID, outlines a strategy by which anthropologists can
enhance their effectiveness by using their professional skills to understand
the contexts in which they work. These are presented as questions about the
organization and objectives of the donor agency and its constituent parts
and about the specific decision making field or context in which the analyst
finds himself. Hoben also discusses strategies for gathering information in
a timely manner and making an effective presentation of findings.

In light of the number of anthropologists involved in development work,
it is to be expected that this literature on anthropological praxis, which
builds on earlier work by Almy (2), Brokensha (25), Pitt (120, 121), and
Stevens (134), will continue to grow.

The Substantive Contribution of Anthropologists
to Development Work

The substantive contribution of anthropologists to development work has
varied greatly with the donor agency, geographic region, and development
problem. On a worldwide basis, anthropology has had its greatest influence
on the Swedish development programs, SIDA and SAREC, though these
programs are modest in scale. Within the United Nations agencies an-
thropologists have made their greatest contribution in the FAO, WHO, and
UNDP. In the World Bank anthropologists and sociologists have made
effective contributions in rural development, agricultural production and
extension, social forestry, Indonesian transmigration, tourism, health, and
education. Anthropologists in developing countries have also become more
effectively involved in development (34a). By comparison, the regional
development banks have made little use of anthropologists. In the United
States it is in AID, once again, that anthropology has had the greatest
influence.

Not surprisingly, anthropologists were called in initially to work among
peoples who are strikingly “different,” on types of project in which the
“human” or social dimension is perceived to be particularly intractable, and
at times when there is pressure to act quickly despite these problems. To
the extent that they have demonstrated their potential contribution to
managers, however, anthropologists have become involved in a wide range
of more traditional capital projects, particularly in AID’s Near East Bu-
reau.

The extensive involvement of anthropology in the Sahelian programs
during and since the drought illustrates both the appeal to anthropology in
an unfamiliiar emergency relief effort and the critical interpretive role of
development anthropologists working as managers and advisors within the
donor organizations. An anthropologist, Michael Horowitz, was included
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on a planning team based in Abidjan from 1974 to 1975 and headed by a
gifted scholar, planner, and administrator, David Shear. Much of the im-
petus for the subsequent widening involvement of anthropologists in West
Africa came from Horowitz’s thoughtful and patient demonstration to key
AID managers that the findings of social anthropology could speak directly
to a variety of developmental issues. In his planning team role and later
through grant and contract work carried out with his colleagues in the
Institute for Development Anthropology, Horowitz was instrumental in
obtaining funding for dissertation research by several students on develop-
ment-relevant topics. One of these students, John Lewis, subsequently car-
ried out research on Fulbe transhumance as anthropologist with the
International Livestock Center for Africa in Mali and is presently employed
by AID in Washington. Another, John Grayzel, is currently employed as
mission anthropologist in Mauritania.

Through a similar grant from AID to conduct research on the long-term
social effects of the drought, E. P. Skinner obtained funds for dissertation
research by four students, Sutter, Waldstein, Hemmings, and Ware, all of
whom were required to work with African research counterparts from
relevant government offices and all of whom have continued an active
involvement in the application of social science to development.

In addition to participating in numerous design and evaluation efforts,
Horowitz’s Institute also received a contract to organize a colloquium to
assess research findings on the effects of the drought on the productive
strategies of herdsmen and farmers (73), to develop research proposals for
anthropological work on Sahelian problems (27), and to conduct training
workshops on social analysis for AID personnel (75).

During the years between 1975 and 1980 scores of other anthropologists
carried out short and longer term studies in support of planning efforts,
project design, and evaluation in West Africa. Unfortunately, AID’s far-
flung bureaucracy does not keep systematic records of work of this type,
though much of it is incorporated in official documents. The Institute for
Development Anthropology library at Binghamton, N.Y. appears to have
the best collection of this fugitive material.

Fortunately, a number of the anthropologists involved in West African
development are beginning to publish work based on their experience. A
useful collection of essays of this type (58, 71, 93, 96, 106, 111, 114,
124, 136, 141, 143, 144), providing case studies of the use of anthropology
in development work, are presented in a forthcoming book edited by Horo-
witz and Painter (76).

Aronson, who followed Horowitz as AID’s full-time staff anthropologist
for West Africa, commissioned reports by several anthropologists, in which
he asked them to draw out longer range policy implications from their
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previous research experience. Four of these (42, 110, 122, 140) have been
published in a volume edited by Reyna (123), who also commissioned a
study of the development of commercial agriculture in West Africa by
Keith Hart (63).

Aronson also played a lead role in initiating a fundamentally new type
of pastoral livestock project in Niger (8), built on the assumption that it is
necessary to understand and build on existing ecological, sociopolitical, and
economic systems instead of introducing technical solutions on models
derived from American, Australian, or French commercial livestock pro-
duction. The project is also providing dissertation research material for four
anthropologists. Finally, Aronson was instrumental in designing a project
to strengthen social science research capabilities in Cameroon through
in-country field research and long training for host country nationals (7).

In Nepal, where AID officials with New Directions objectives were con-
fronted, as in the Sahel, with a dearth of data and with culturally distinctive
peoples, anthropologists once again were involved in both research and
planning efforts (1a, 19, 32, 57, 97).

In addition to clarifying the unique features of the social and cultural
landscape or the institutional context of developmental issues in particular
regions like the Sahel or Nepal, anthropologists are beginning to do compar-
ative studies of the same problem in differing social and cultural settings.
This has enabled them to focus their attention on emergent lessons and
recurrent issues that are invariant to regional differences, to confront incor-
rect assumptions in subsectoral development project paradigms more effec-
tively, and to demonstrate to other experts working in development that the
anthropological perspective has more to offer than merely good data collec-
tion techniques and a penchant for celebrating the uniqueness and internal
complexity of each case.

For example, a number of anthropologists, including Aronson, Dyson-
Hudson, Haaland, Horowitz, Jacobs, Lewis, and Swift, have worked exten-
sively with AID, the World Bank, FAO, UNDP, and the Consultative
Group’s International Livestock Center for Africa on pastoral livestock
development, a subsector that is considered by developers to be plagued by
intractable human problems. Their findings on the underlying sociological
and ecological problems in pastoral livestock development have been sum-
marized by Horowitz (74), Hoben (69), and Galaty et al (50). Equally
important is the fact that AID, the World Bank, and other donors have held
workshops and training sessions to disseminate these findings to their per-
sonnel (85).

Other development topics on which donor-sponsored comparative an-
thropological studies are yielding results of interest to planners and an-
thropologists include: forced relocation (40, 68, 129a), agricultural research



366 HOBEN

and extension (3, 11, 33, 34b, 44, 51, 62, 65, 119, 133, 145, 146), marketing
(4), fuelwood (43, 77), health (86, 117-119), nutrition (46, 87), tourism
(41a, 108), and population and family planning (64). This list is illustrative,
not comprehensive, and does not attempt to include the growing body of
academic anthropological research on these problems.

The World Bank and AID have also commissioned policy background
state-of-the-art papers on selected development issues by leading an-
thropologists (11, 34, 60, 80, 131a, 147). Anthropological contributions are
routine on AID project and program evaluations, and are prominent in the
Impact Evaluation reports of AID’s Office of Evaluation, Studies Division,
first organized by A. Hoben and currently headed by anthropologist Twig
Johnson.

While the foregoing discussion has focused on anthropological contribu-
tions to development sponsored by development agencies and addressed to
development practitioners, a number of anthropologists working in devel-
opment are addressing themselves, in edited volumes, to an anthropological
audience, as well. Unlike older works, such as Mathur’s (98), these newer
collections are organized more coherently on a single theme, which may be
regional (e.g. 76), topical (50), subdisciplinary (10, 15, 2830, 35, 41, 45,
52, 67, 78, 79, 89, 91, 103, 107, 112, 125, 128, 135, 142), or a combination
of both (11, 12). This literature, useful for heuristic as well as theoretical
purposes, can be expected to continue growing rapidly over the next few
years.

THE DISTINCTIVE CONTRIBUTION
OF ANTHROPOLOGY TO DEVELOPMENT

In light of the greatly increased involvement of anthropologists in all phases
of development work, reviewed in the previous sections, it is essential to ask
whether anthropology as a discipline has a distinctive contribution to make
to development theory and practice and whether this involvement is con-
tributing to the development of anthropology.

Despite the often polemical and morally contentious burden of much
anthropological commentary on development, it appears that the disci-
pline’s theoretical contribution lies in the elucidation of means-ends rela-
tionships, rather than in the choice of ends themselves. It is not evident from
this literature that antropologists, by virtue of their professional training or
knowledge, have a distinctive or even a shared vision of degree, direction,
and pace of social, technological, economic, or political change that is to
be desired. To be sure, there is a broad commitment to liberal democratic
and humanitarian values, including the political and economic empower-
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ment of less advantaged segments of society, but this commitment is not
peculiar to anthropologists, and it is not clear how substantive progress
toward these goals is to be reconciled with the equally prevalent anthropo-
logical commitment to the preservation or at least protection of diverse
indigenous beliefs, values, and practices. Nor is it clear whether the an-
thropologist’s proper role is to advocate what people say they want or what
he or she thinks is best for them.

Paradoxically, the most important contribution of anthropology to theo-
ries of development lies not so much in anthropological theories per se as
in the way that anthropological findings have confronted key assumptions
in both the earlier, antirational “tradition bound” and the more recent
“rational peasant” variants of the dominant development paradigm, and
their corollary assumption that economic development and its benefits re-
quires the Westernization of institutional forms and cultural beliefs.

High-resolution, participant-observer, in-depth microstudies by an-
thropologists have undermined the deep seated ethnocentric assumptions
that “non-Western” people’s behavior is more tradition bound than our
own and that their productive systems are often poorly adjusted to their
natural and economic environment. Like a magnifying glass, these studies
showed village life in greater detail and thereby rei<ealed far more com-
plexity of organization, thought, and behavior than was\apparent from afar
on a different scale. They have made it clear, for example, that peasants’
agricultural and economic behavior must be understood as the product of
recurrent decisions about the use of productive assets, the organization of
labor, marketing, savings, and investment; that experimentation with new
crops and crop mixes are commonplace, and attempts to introduce major
technical innovations are not unusual, even in communities beyond the
reach of extension services (70, pp. 341-42).

In-depth studies by anthropologists have also shown that many indige-
nous small scale farming systems are sensitively adjusted to local ecological,
economic, and political conditions and their fluctuations, and that, in demo-
graphic terms, far from being static, most low income rural communities
are dynamic and have undergone major changes, particularly during the
present century. They have revealed that the apparent uniformity of poverty
in rural communities often masks differences of power, honor, and wealth
that are of the utmost significance to members of the community and play
a vital role in determining who will have access to new developmental
resources and who will reap the benefits; and that patron-client ties, far from
being bound by fixed tradition, are subject to continued testing and
renegotiation in response to changing market conditions (72).

In sum, they have shown that if development programs are to succeed
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in promoting economic growth in a way that engages and benefits “the poor
majority,” they must take account of the strengths as well as the weaknesses
of existing local and regional institutions and recognize that they persist
because they meet real needs. They must recognize that new technologies
and organizational forms will be accepted only if they meet these needs
more effectively without introducing unanticipated risks and costs.

Partly as a result of the findings from seminal and influential work by Tax
and Epstein on the New Household Economics, state-of-the-art versions of
development theory now portray the peasant as an economic maximizer
constrained only by his access to factors of production, market, and by risk.
This approach fails to break out of the rationalistic and atomistic model
characteristic of the positivistic social sciences. Typically models are built
and policies formulated by the direct logical extrapolation of this putatively
rational household level decision making behavior without any systematic
attempt to take into account “exogenous” variables, such as household
formation and structure, supra-household forms of community organiza-
tion, ecology, or the whole range of local-national-international linkages
subsumed under the study of political economy. It is recognized, of course,
that these kinds of exogenous factors exist, but they are not incorporated
into theory or practice in development economics, on the usually implicit
assumption that either they are not susceptible to orderly analysis or that
they vary randomly and tend to cancel one another. Experience, illuminated
by anthropologists, among others, has shown this “other things being
equal” assumption does not work very well.

Anthropological studies have shown that, though it is indeed necessary
to recognize that low income rural peoples are reasonable decision makers,
this recognition does not simplify the task of the development theoretician
or planner. On the contrary, it makes planning far more complex because
the ecological, social, microeconomic, and political contexts in which peas-
ants make decisions are highly variable through time and among regions.
From the development planning perspective, the effects of such variation
are crucial; without taking account of them, it is not possible to predict the
impact of a program. Identical policies, programs, and projects may have
very different impacts in differing contexts.

If the anthropological contribution is limited to pointing out once again
that the real world is very complicated, it is unlikely to have much impact
on development planning. Fortunately, a convergent theoretical trend in
behaviorally oriented branches of anthropology holds out promise for a
more positive anthropological role. This is the synthesis of the detailed and
quantitative analysis of behavior patterns as the result of choice that
emerged in the sixties, with local institutional analysis characteristic of



ANTHROPOLOGISTS AND DEVELOPMENT 369

British social anthropology on the one hand, and the focus on regional,
national, and historical linkages characteristic of neo-Marxist and other
political economic approaches on the other. This emergent common ap-
proach has been ably summarized for political anthropology by Vincent
(139), for economic anthropology by Barlett (11, 12), and for household and
demographic studies by Carter & Merrill (34).

Drawing upon this increasing methodological sophistication, the new
development anthropology has the potential for making a positive contri-
bution to development work in a broad range of planning and policy
contexts.

1. It can improve program planning and project design by providing a view
of development, or the lack of it, from below—from the vantage point
of its projected low income clinetele. This view casts in bold relief the
problems, prospects, and costs of obtaining government services. It pro-
vides a perspective that shows the way intended beneficiaries perceive
their problems and the strategies by which they pursue their interests.

2. It can provide highly reliable data for small, meaningfully stratified
samples that can be used to judge the plausibility of data that have been
collected by census and sample survey techniques concerning potentially
sensitive topics, such as income, access to land, community power rela-
tions, stratification and leadership, and factors affecting demography.

3. It can help to design a sample frame for survey research, to formulate
more meaningful questions, to interpret puzzling data and explain ap-
parent anomalies, and to generate new hypotheses for testing.

4. It can clarify in detail decision making processes and individual decision
making strategies that can only be inferred from other sources, and
hence,

5. It can reveal the actual constraints on the production processes, market-
ing, access to credit, education, or health services facing different socio-
economic groups; and

6. It can explain linkages between phenomena in formally different “sec-
tors” or domains that are not intuitively obvious from a macro perspec-
tive and that vary from group to group.

7. It can bring to bear on particular program or project design efforts
lessons derived from previous development experience of all kinds in the
same region and from experience with the same type of problem or
project from other regions and countries.

8. It can facilitate design and implementation of programs and projects by
illuminating the organization, interests, and strategies of local elites and
bureaucrats at all levels, whose cooperation is essential for success.
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9. It can provide sensitive, continuous, and rapid feedback on project im-
pact to help management monitor projects.
10. It can play an integral role in the evaluation of past experience to
improve policy guidelines.

To sum up, development anthropology as a profession is grounded in
general anthropology. Its unique perspective on development planning de-
rives from its understanding of bureaucratic decision processes and its use
of in-depth knowledge of a country’s culture, institutions, and historic
trends, as well as insights from the comparative study of similar institutions
in other countries, to help clarify and anticipate the consequences of re-
source allocation decisions. The main characteristic of this perspective is
that it focuses on the culturally patterned perceptions, goals, interests,
strategies, and organization of intended beneficiaries and of members of
other groups, including elites and administrators, whose cooperation is a
prerequisite to change.

Its most valuable contribution to development work is to challenge and
clarify, and hence to help revise, explicit and implicit assumptions made by
those responsible for planning and implementing development policies
about problems to be solved and about the institutional linkages between
proposed policy interventions and their impact on income, asset distribu-
tion, employment, health, and nutrition.

There is mounting evidence, though its review is beyond the scope of this
article, that the timely examination of policy, program, and project assump-
tions by development anthropologists and other kindred social scientists is
well worth the cost for a broad range of activities on environmental, techni-
cal, economic, and financial grounds, as well as on the more generally
recognized social grounds. It can help planners to avoid costly mistakes
and build upon the strengths of existing forms of production and organi-
zation.

Development anthropology has only begun to achieve its potential in
terms of its contribution and its acceptance. The pace at which it will
continue to mature will undoubtedly depend, in the short run, on the policy
objectives of the administration in power. In the longer run, however, the
participation of anthropologists in development work seems destined to
increase and to prove mutually beneficial for both development and an-
thropology.
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