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Abstract. — Few development workers are genuinely convinced
that the brave new world has much to learn from minor ma-
terial cultures, apart from museum exhibitions, exotic dances,
and folk performances. The idea of learning from “the other”
appears outdated; and is seldom founded on a notion of mu-
tual exchange. Development implicitly pursues a process of ho-
mogenisation. Negotiation with “beneficiaries” is stipulated as
a courtesy. The fashionable idea of “putting people first” does
not fit well with prevailing socioeconomic imperatives in spite
of concepts, such as participation and empowerment which give
the false impression that development is in people’s own hands.
[Southeast Asia, Cambodia, Laos, Vietnam, highlanders, ideolo-
gies of change, development interventions, cultural perfusion,
counterfeit participation]
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Development perspectives in northeast Cambodia,
south Laos, and the central highlands of Vietnam
are a matter of sensitive concern for local govern-
ments as well as for international agencies. This
region, which geographically corresponds to the
semi-mountainous middle part of the Indo-Chi-
nese peninsula, is predominantly inhabited by high-
landers! who, for years, have attracted particular at-
tention of development agencies mainly because of
geopolitical strategic reasons. In official agendas,
material and economic improvements are promoted

as vectors for a better quality of life than that which
traditionally prevails in indigenous societies. The
importance of material and economic status as in-
dicators of well-being has systematically been, and
still is, strengthened by a dominant idea stipulating
the need to change vernacular outdated life condi-
tions.

The article explores the current modes of inter-
vention prevailing in the above region, with special
attention to Ratanakiri Province in Cambodia (in
the northeast). Some concepts, diplomatically wel-
comed, have enriched theories of social develop-
ment and transformed classic top-down approaches
in more comprehensive ways. But the forms in
which those new ideas have been understood and
effectively applied remain little discussed, at least
in the region under consideration.

Our personal investigation intends to demon-
strate that the alternative bottom-up and grass-
root approaches initiated in the seventies and in
the eighties by Amartya Sen (1970, 1999), Robert
Chambers (1983, 1995) and Michael Cernea (1991)
and consisting in “putting people first” does not
fit well in the new architecture of aid, in spite of
concepts such as participation, empowerment, and
other keywords that give the false impression that
development is in people’s own hands. With a few
remarkable exceptions, international aid agencies
recognize that they have no choice but to comply

1 We call highlanders the indigenous populations sharing a
similar historical and sociocultural foundation in contrast
with the neighbouring people (Khmers, Laos, Kinhs).
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with globalisation, global governance, and, last but
not least, policy reform promoting liberalisation,
privatisation, and market mechanisms as the instru-
ments of growth and efficiency. Agents of devel-
opment subsequently face a certain incongruity in
the process they entertain: once being aware of the
local contexts and the social dynamics going on,
and even once in favour of readjusting their orienta-
tions, many of them — not in the reports but through
confessions or out of the office’s time schedule —
deplore the mainstream in which they are caught. In
other words, development workers face difficulties
distancing themselves from the unilateral trends
to which they have to conform, even if they are
strongly encouraged to show participatory methods
along with other nonmonetary indicators.

In order to illustrate such discrepancy generat-
ing development workers’ schizophrenic attitude,
the aim of this research article is to scrutinize the
prevailing tendencies shaping the new negotiation
roads which are supposed to accompany most of the
interventions, and to examine how these tools have
been concretely implemented to date. Attention is
given to know about the way the recent develop-
ment concepts have resulted in the design and im-
plementation of initiatives by development practi-
tioners, and some of the respective responses given
by native populations. Short empirical case insights
will be presented to elaborate our arguments, also
referring to other general studies with this goal in
mind.

1 Successive Changes in the Conception and
Application of Development

A plethora of books written by development pro-
fessionals and social scientists from various disci-
plines have already prompted considerable reflec-
tion about the aims, relevance, and outcomes of
socioeconomic development in southern countries.
Manifestations and controversial ideologies have
highlighted the necessity of development, with-
out always clearly explaining its meaning. It has
generally been understood as a quest for facilitat-
ing economic growth, social welfare, political free-
dom, and, more recently, ecological sustainability.
Certain authors, particularly socioanthropologists,
have pointed out the acuity of the approach when
dealing with indigenous populations (Smith 1999),
who are frequently referred to as minority groups
even if they still constitute the demographic ma-
jority in a given territory.? It is on the other hand
reasonable to assume that most of the populations
in the South are similarly, but not identically, chal-

Frédéric Bourdier

lenged by development. The purpose is not to enter
into the existing debate concerning technical and
social methodologies for development. There is no
need to philosophize whether external interventions
in the southern world should occur or not. They are
already happening and it is impossible to revert to
the past. The critical question is how to deal with
such intruding phenomena.

Thus, two aspects of development are going to
hold our attention: firstly, we dissect speculative
statements, which, though primarily based on West-
ernized visions of the world, have become explic-
itly integrated within some of the leading theories
of development (including those which have largely
remained theoretical). Some neglected areas, which
are either given little importance or have been for-
gotten, are also to be considered. Second, develop-
ment is a process which includes a chain of actors,
including international experts, national planners,
decision-makers, nongovernmental organisations,
and, more recently, representatives of local com-
munities. All these social actors — and we refer
to them as either social or political actors — af-
fect the content and direction of development prac-
tice according to their convictions, ideologies, and
actions. David Mosse once challenged a common
sense declaring that models of project cycle man-
agement construct the implementation phase as a
domain of routine, a word of rule-following subor-
dinates that fall between the main acts (2005: 103).
In reply, and to put in a few words, he argued that
the involvement of organisations, either local or
international, is more immediately shaped by what
the author called their own system goals (that takes
into account organisational maintenance and sur-
vival) than by formal priority goals of the programs
supposed to improve the well-being of the benefi-
ciaries. In the region under consideration below, it
can be interpreted as if the so-called target indige-
nous populations turned into forgotten peoples.

2 Development Concepts Currently in Vogue
in Relation to Indigenous Groups

The ideas detailed in this section are not merely
restricted to the realm of the “improvement” of
indigenous people in forest areas. Notions of par-
ticipation and empowerment, for example, are cur-
rently promoted everywhere in the South, from
urban cities to rural areas. Nonetheless, the present
article concentrates its attention on the develop-

2 This is the case in Ratanakiri Province in Cambodia, but also
in southern Laos and in the central highlands of Vietnam.
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ment ideologies and their associated interventions
which dominate amongst a number of indigenous
societies which have sociocultural affinities and in-
habit a particular geographical area. The territory
under scrutiny in this work will occasionally be ex-
tended to show similar scenarios elsewhere: expe-
riences in other locations with indigenous or local
populations can be instructive.

Not towards formulating an exhaustive list of
development-related concepts the analysis aims to
examine concepts which have become fashionable
in Ratanakiri Province, a place selected which can
be representative of a general situation in terms of
development processes, but also a place, mainly
the central plateau, which has been the location
for recent academic research (J. White 1996; Bour-
dier 1995) and a tremendous amount of external
interventions for the last ten years. Four prevail-
ing notions associated with development will be
reviewed: sustainability, self-governance, empow-
erment, and participation. A relative consensus has
been established amongst development protago-
nists around these four notions; hence they consti-
tute the “hardcore” of development strategies in the
province.

2.1 Sustainability

With regard to the first concept, the argument is that
development interventions should be sustainable.
Originally, the notion of sustainability emerged as a
means of criticizing the predominance of economic
growth as a development goal. It proposes a so-
called alternative’ perspective of development that
is neither exclusively linked with economic growth
nor with a productive model that automatically im-
proves quality of life (Toussaint 2006). Sustain-
ability has been primarily understood as a new
paradigm to human development, founded on eco-
logical awareness and the urge to protect nature. It
initially emerged in the early sixties, convincingly
proposed by experts (such as those who joined the
Club of Rome) and scientists such as René Du-
mont, whose compelling work on Africa resulted
in the argument that the future of the planet will
be compromised if economic growth remains the
single priority. From the beginning, sustainability,
however, had different definitions, from technical

3 Some scientists argue that it is properly speaking not “alter-
native” as it has already existed earlier in some societies. In
fact, many developers and even scientists have mindlessly
(and sometimes cleverly) parroted the discourse of “sustain-
able development” as it is a trendy issue which scores people
points for using it.
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inputs aimed at minimizing ecological losses, to the
“extreme” notion of sustainability as presented by
staunch ecologists (Le Bras 1994). In the analysis
that follows it can be understood as an objective
of perpetuating a process, be it economic, social,
cultural, or environmental. Sustainability implies a
form of development which enables present genera-
tions to fulfil their needs without compromising the
capacity of future generations to meet theirs. Apart
from the fact that the formula can be interpreted
as inexorably true, evidence of small-scale sus-
tainability remains partial and tenuous, depending
largely on processes and opportunities, as defined
by Sen,* rather than on the “convincing” evidence
of outcomes.

In a “domino effect,” in places such as north-
east Cambodia, central Vietnam, and south Laos,
sustainable development systematically and com-
pulsorily appeared within official documents, and
became a mainstream approach for international
agencies, NGOs, and national governments who
understood that they were required to be ‘“envi-
ronmentally correct” in order to receive funds and
receive worldwide endorsement. As such, the con-
cept of sustainability relies instead on a rough set
of indicators that are not clearly articulated nor
adequately measure sociocultural dynamics. Hence
begging the question: What is it that is to be sus-
tained? Is it the population or the project? In some
contexts this question is less ambiguous. For ex-
ample, the anthropologist Joanna White (1996: 28)
mentions another definition of sustainability which
she often comes across in Cambodia: for project
benefits to be sustained after external support has
been withdrawn.

Otherwise, definitions are often vague and elu-
sive. Is sustainable development something aimed
at benefiting all people, or only some? Do spe-
cific interventions transform social dynamics in a
way which is welcomed by villagers or, conversely,
result in the extended duration of projects which
maintains a control over the population,’ under the
pretext of supporting, monitoring, and evaluating
beneficiaries? As Mosse pointed out, are projects
rendered sustainable primarily to benefit “develop-
ers” (2004), with the implementation phase going
on forever in order to maintain the developers’ pres-
ence (1994)?

4 Sen’s view of freedom includes both the processes that
allow freedom of action and decision-making, and the actual
opportunities that people have, given their personal and
social circumstances (1999: 17).

5 Although this “control” is often the outcome, it is question-
able whether it is a preconceived “aim” as such.
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It is not certain that a society can intuitively
properly understand and accept the notion of sus-
tainability in the form which is often introduced
by development workers, if the latter do not have
a proper cultural understanding of the local set-
ting. Let us give one example not related to the
environmental concerns with which sustainability
is frequently associated but that demonstrates the
primordial importance of cultural context. Once,
in a number of Tampuan and Kreung villages in
Ratanakiri (Cambodia), sustainability through self-
reliance was dictated by development actors in an
attempt to reduce people’s dependence on the poor
quality of local health services. As the state system
functioned poorly, it was argued, villagers should
learn to manage their own health care. Native peo-
ple, both men and women, were required to learn
basic elements of hygiene that, according to wel-
fare specialists, was seriously lacking in the local
setting. The first reaction was a certain perplexity
amongst villagers, whose knowledge and traditions
were completely destabilized by this process. Most
of their cultural beliefs were regarded as mere su-
perstition by development practitioners. Both Tam-
puan and Kreung wanted to continue to perform
sacrifices and observe their religious ceremonies
for pacifying the spirits of the forest, whom they be-
lieved to be causing disease. Their own perception
of sustainability was firmly rooted in this cosmol-
ogy; their everyday lives were intrinsically founded
upon the maintenance of relationships with cosmo-
logical and spiritual forces. They live in a world
where their physical environment — the forest, wa-
ter, rocks — is living and spiritually powerful, while
in the Western modes of thought these facets of
nature may be considered as something potentially
valuable, but are perceived to be external and inani-
mate. Consequently, most villagers were unwilling
to modify their behaviour and traditional practices
as part of a process whereby they were supposed
to learn about disease prevention and treatment.
According to their indigenous beliefs, good health
could not be achieved by the Western model alone.
The causes of disease were fundamentally linked
to social order and kinship relations, not merely
with a lack of hygiene. Otherwise, as villagers ar-
gued, why do certain diseases affect this person and
not another? The representation of health amongst
such local people was socially rather than medi-
cally centred, which partially explains why peo-
ple were happy to utilize also an external health
institution that would, in all likelihood, treat the
symptom but not the cause. Under such circum-
stances, indigenous people did not want to rely
exclusively on themselves, as was being promoted
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by development specialists. On the contrary, their
priority was for the formal medical infrastructure
to provide improved and more accessible services.
They preferred to delegate aspects of health treat-
ment which they did not manage well (provision
of drugs, medical diagnosis, physical check up) to
this system, while maintaining control of the other,
most important aspect of the origin of the sickness,
which involved reestablishing equilibrium with the
spirits through sacrificial appeasement. On the one
hand, they wanted to continue following their tra-
ditions — a preference generally frowned upon by
outsiders who considered traditional beliefs noth-
ing more than superstitions and obstacles to devel-
opment, and deserved to be eradicated. On the other
hand, villagers were willing to strategically accept
certain benefits offered by modernisation. The les-
son is that a proper implementation of a viable
project should have articulated those two existing
considerations. At the same time, while develop-
ment experts thought that creating “self-reliance”
would solve the problem from both parties (for na-
tives and the development experts themselves as
they would look politically correct for enacting this
measure), it backfired because of this lack of vision.

2.2 Self-Governance

With regard to the second concept, self-governance
is a politically correct approach which has been
promoted with the aim of minimising external in-
terference and control. To the worst, it means that
populations should reappropriate their destiny
through collective decision-making and choice of
options. At the micro level in Cambodia and
Vietnam, the situation is more than ambiguous,
specifically in the region predominantly inhab-
ited by “primitive people,” whose territory low-
land Khmers and Vietnamese have long coveted
(Guérin etal. 2003). With the concept of self-
governance comes the notion of endogamous de-
velopment. While the concept is often supported
in project documents, it is scarcely supported in
practice in Ratanakiri, or in neighbouring provinces
and countries inhabited by indigenous people. Con-
dominas (1957, 1971) and Dournes (1980), both of
whom lived amongst ethnic groups in the central
highlands of Vietnam for extended periods, demon-
strated that in the absence of any federation system
the village was the highest political and social unit
amongst indigenous communities. Even when ex-
travillage sociopolitical relationships existed within
groups such as the Jarai (Dournes 1977), the sym-
bolic power attributed to charismatic individuals —
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the three sadet — could not be compared with the
concept of political power prevalent in other so-
cieties. Indeed, the village as an autonomous and
coherent unit still persists in remote villages in
Laos (Condominas 1965) and in Cambodia (Bour-
dier 1998). Moreover, this atomised structure is not
unique to the region but existed in South America
(Clastres 1974), the Pacific Islands (Sahlins 1980),
and in many other Asiatic territories such as the
Philippines (Conklin 1957). It is more appropriate
to use the past tense to describe these autonomous
systems because they have been placed under con-
siderable pressure by colonial powers and national
governments to become integrated within the ad-
ministrative structures of a wider society. They
were frequently obliged to conform to an organi-
sational process that was used to “pacify” them in
colonial times, and thereafter “domesticated” them,
to borrow a phrase from McCaskill and Kampe
(1997), under the pretext of an effective implemen-
tation of socioeconomic improvements.

Under such circumstances, how can develop-
ment professionals continue to promote the idea of
self-governance (regardless of indigenous develop-
ment which is another issue) when they have been
complicit in attempts by state and bilateral agencies
to diminish the previous strength and autonomy of
the village as a coherent unit? Indeed, the autonomy
of villages was always their strength. While it is not
possible to rewrite history, it is worth noting that the
systematic undermining of village autonomy con-
tinues. In the province of Ratanakiri, many villages
have been virtually erased from the map or, at best,
have survived merely with the remains of so-called
development initiatives devoted to “leadership pro-
grams” which have not resulted in the emergence
of authentic leaders devoted to the community but,
rather, in the appearance of corrupted impostors.
As a result of such initiatives, most attempts to
strengthen villages have been futile, if not counter-
productive. Creating artificial gatherings, organis-
ing village group meetings, and establishing inter-
village networks amongst selected people are nei-
ther logical nor attractive propositions for most vil-
lagers, except for those who may be able to extract
personal prestige, economic advantage, or social
recognition from such undertakings. In one par-
ticular district, it was directly observed that fam-
ilies and individuals who managed to obtain such
privileges by no means represented the interests of
their village. Thus, a social rupture was created as
a result of promoting presumed self-governance.
The actions of individuals who are provided with
the opportunity to enhance their power as village
“representatives” have been counterproductive to
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the general welfare of their community and, on
many occasions, have strengthened the privileges
of either their own relatives and clan or families
with whom they have economic and ceremonial
connections.

2.3 Empowerment

Empowerment is a further consideration. It is an
esoteric and fascinating word, associated with ca-
pacity-building. It will never be rejected because
it symbolizes the opposite of vulnerability and is
considered a prerequisite for participation. It gener-
ally appears as a first step in development projects
which claim to act against discrimination and
marginalisation. It is regarded as a nonmonetary
indicator of well-being. Theoretically, the empow-
erment of an endangered society would represent
an ideal stage of realisation of its own condi-
tion, such that it would be shared, or at least dis-
tributed among its members (J. White 1996). In
Ratanakiri we observed that other social functions
have been promoted under the auspices of empow-
erment: capacity-building and social strengthening.
Deeper scrutiny is required in order to understand
how a consensual concept can be diverted from its
original intention.

An example: In a village, near the small capital
of Ban Lung, there was an attempt to explain to
local residents how to protect their land, and on
what basis villagers could either prevent or allow
outsiders to cut trees in their communal forests.
This exercise was totally justified, as land issues
are one of the most sensitive topics in the province.
The alarming extent of land appropriation has been
highlighted by local human rights groups, and by
the main NGO monitoring land evolution on an
annual basis (NGO Forum 2006). It was, there-
fore, completely reasonable to inform the indige-
nous population about their rights and to make them
aware of whom they could turn to in situations of
conflict. Meetings were arranged and those who
attended were able to ask questions. The assembly
was supposed to represent the village and atten-
dees were expected to share the information which
was imparted to other villagers who, for various
reasons, were not in position to attend. In fact,
the group was not as representative as planned.
Questions related to local governance were appar-
ently neglected. Heads from the government ad-
ministrative system including village chiefs, com-
mune leaders, and district headmen attended, to-
gether with other middle-aged people and young
adults. All of them were farmers who had already
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obtained the most coveted portions of land border-
ing on, or close to, the main road. With one for-
tunate exception, neither women nor poor farmers
participated. They had simply not been invited. The
encounter could, in fact, be understood as an exclu-
sive meeting, limited to an emerging elite who had
managed to secure new areas of land, frequently
at the expense of the poorest families. Those who
were more in need to be instructed on the basic
procedures to be followed in cases of land expro-
priation, or other inappropriate use of their natural
environment, were not present. Their absence was
not because of their lack of interest but because the
organisers of the meeting, together with some of
the wealthier leaders of the village, considered it
“too late” to include them; while for some lead-
ers, a representative participation was “not neces-
sary.” Hence the regular meetings empowered the
already empowered and widened the gap within the
so-called community. The village was no longer —
and had probably never been — an ideal commu-
nity sharing similar ideas, strategies, and percep-
tions of life. But any existing tension became exac-
erbated by the selective sharing of information. It
was found that, some of the “empowered” villagers
were trying to appropriate areas of forest located
in other villages for their own use. With the infor-
mation they obtained during the “empowerment”
activity, and due to the continuous support they
received from the development staff (probably un-
aware of what was happening), they knew exactly
how to manipulate and negotiate with other vil-
lagers to secure land without compromising them-
selves.

This anecdote is far from unique. Other similar
cases cannot, however, be classified as an internal
issue amongst highlanders. Khmer officials work-
ing in the public sector at district and provincial
levels are sometimes establishing networks with
villagers who are willing to sell land (generally
forbidden since 2001), in exchange for symbolic
privileges, cash, or other material goods. As de-
tailed in a similar case study from India, govern-
ment staff is able to exploit their official role in
their negotiations with village intermediaries. The
latter are more capable of taking advantage of their
fellow villagers or “inmates” (Hildyard et al. 2001),
thereby any development initiative initially aimed
at benefiting all villagers can lead to the exacer-
bation of existing inequalities. Interestingly, some
villagers from Ratanakiri who did not receive any
benefits from the project detailed earlier, yet who
attended some meetings, were surprised that the
empowerment session was evaluated according to
the number of people participating, rather than the
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social distribution of the people present or the im-
pacts of this initiative.

Unsurprisingly, quantitative data are emphasised
in development because they can easily be trans-
formed into the targets and indicators of achieve-
ment required by most donors. The recipients of
donor funding are obliged to generate data, statis-
tics, and percentages. There are numerous eco-
nomic and development models which are dedi-
cated to measurement and evaluation, insisting on
numbers. We will not digress into these details here,
but one has to wonder whether development agents
should be satisfied with such measurements: What
does it mean to mention having “empowered” more
than one hundred adolescents in four indigenous
villages through literacy training, for example, if
no comprehensive detail is known about the qual-
ity of and the concrete outcomes of this so-called
empowerment? Henkel and Stirrat (2001) similarly
question the notion of empowerment as an implicit,
liberating motto which has recently, and suddenly,
been promoted by the World Bank, NGOs, and lo-
cal institutions. Hence, empowerment can be con-
sidered as a controlled outcome, designed by ex-
ternal agents in order to enhance the capacity of a
handful of individuals, often to the detriments of
others. This is certainly the case with some village
chiefs in Ratanakiri, who are in command of their
actions, and wooed by civil servants, but do not
represent the interests of the whole village (through
their sale of land, leasing of village territory to non-
indigenous people, etc.). The new development or-
thodoxy which stresses empowerment of marginal
groups, a distrust of the state, and celebrates in-
digenous knowledge still begs an important ques-
tion: it is not necessarily a question of how many
people have been empowered with a particular set
of tools, but for what purpose? Theories of em-
powerment cannot be separated from the applica-
tion and meaning of this concept in a specific set-
ting. Of course, other forms of empowerment have
been promoted with better success in other parts of
the region in Laos and Vietnam but, according to
prevailing fieldwork information, they are far from
homogeneously reaching the remote Indo-Chinese
territory of Southeast Asia inhabited by more than
ten thousand highlanders.

2.4 Participation

The best has been kept as a birthday cake party
for the end. Participation is nowadays an act of
faith for development, something all practitioners

profoundly believe in and rarely question (Cleaver
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2001: 36). The concept is closely linked to that of
empowerment. Two social scientists already men-
tioned, Robert Chambers and Michael Cernea, who
worked for the World Bank as anthropologists,
were the leading pioneers of this notion even if
other scientists such as Sen first proposed it some
time earlier (1970). Both devoted much of their
professional lives to demonstrating the necessity of
a grassroots approach in which local people are the
main actors. They were instrumental in a monu-
mental switch from the classic top-down approach
which prevailed in the seventies and into the eight-
ies. Participation has even been presented as a new
paradigm for development (Chambers 1995), but
with careful qualifications of which any proponent
of development should be aware if s/he is to avoid
the risk of transforming the message of participa-
tion into a tool for manipulation.

In Ratanakiri, the concept of participation cer-
tainly merits greater scrutiny. Numerous villages
have attempted to take their destiny into their own
hands (and some have succeeded), due to the desire
of villagers to work together as a cohesive group.
Given traditional village cooperation, the notion of
participation is not something totally new in the
highlands. It could, as some development agents
argue, be more accurately termed collective action
aimed at enhancing social well-being (Smith 1999).
Such collective action is prompted by the potential
it offers for improving people’s living conditions
and often emerges in response to social change. For
instance, Tampuan and Jarai families of all lineages
traditionally joined together in social, seasonal, and
religious ceremonies. Historical and social circum-
stances gradually led them to withdraw some rituals
or add innovative components to their ceremonies
and to their agricultural work. Whatever their pur-
poses, both these behavioural and spiritual prac-
tices are supposed to maintain peace, solidarity, and
guarantee better living conditions. Other examples
could be given in relation to other activities, such
as the selection of seeds for new plants, cash crop
farming, experimental marketing strategies, the ad-
justment of customary laws to new social contexts,
collective decision-making, and mobilization in re-
lation to the improvement of village infrastructure.
Populations gather together and share ideas. They
unite, exchange, and innovate. They can also fail
to cooperate, but not always. Hence indigenous
people have never required the presence of devel-
opment actors to enable them to understand and
to exercise what outsiders call “participation” (or,
rather, what they often really mean: an oriented
action driven by peripheral forces and which can
be considered participation).
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In fact, development workers, even some aca-
demicians and decision-makers, have a distinct def-
inition of participation. Broadly speaking, it relates
to something which can be proposed, articulated,
and organized in cooperation with the local popu-
lation for a specific purpose. It implies, therefore,
a certain level of external intervention. Participa-
tion is generally interpreted by development prac-
titioners as something new for local populations
(who are generally considered to be structurally too
weak and/or inexperienced to initiate constructive
and innovative activities alone), but when looking
more closely, participative mechanisms within peo-
ple’s daily lives are predominantly available. One
should have a keen eye and the time to identify
them. Development interventions which are intro-
duced from the outside do not occur in a vacuum.
Any culture has the tools to enable innovative ac-
tivities, according to their own sociocultural logic
and context. But these phenomena should be deci-
phered before new forms of behaviour and modes
of thinking, often alien to indigenous mores, are in-
troduced. Highlanders’ perceptions of participation
are intrinsically linked, but not restricted, to an ex-
isting and well-organized spirit of collective action
such as that which prevails in northeast Cambodia.

Participation is appealing in the context of the
official development doctrine for two reasons. On
the one hand, development is no longer a unilateral
process but one of negotiation. Target populations
are no longer perceived as mere recipients; through
the articulation of their views and their own prac-
tices they re-appropriate their own development. It
is, however, anticipated that through the process of
negotiation they will ultimately absorb some devel-
opment norms. They will understand development
as a necessity and, hence, become instrumental in
their own transformation. But as Apthorpe pointed
out, such a discourse aims to persuade rather than
to inform (1997). Participation is an element or tool
of the hidden agenda of deliberate economic and
social change which is implemented through a pro-
cess of persuasion. On the other hand, it is assumed
that participation has a snowball effect: once peo-
ple appreciate the advantages of a particular set of
successful actions, further demand is automatically
created. The trickle-down effect is implicitly ex-
pected. One of the problems is that the glorification
of decision-making and actions being in people’s
hands is vague enough to be universally accepted,
with yet full of hypotheses which deserve careful
scrutiny. In their precise questioning of participa-
tion as a potentially oppressive approach, Cooke
and Kothari (2001) highlighted two issues which
are well known to practitioners of participation but
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generally neglected in implementation strategies.
Systematic participatory processes can turn out to
be manipulative and may harm those who were sup-
posed to be empowered, but who, in fact, become
development mediators. Various examples are cited
in their book. In short, the authors insisted that
considering participation as a must is a reductive
approach. They do not agree with the preconceived
idea that local populations have a tendency to re-
main out of the control of the pursuit of their own
welfare. In case they contribute by “participating”
according to Western aid standards, they are not
free to do and think as they please because they lack
know-how and aid workers have to show them the
right direction.

Other severe drawbacks remain, such as the bu-
reaucratic and administrative effects which ham-
per the autonomy and self-determination. In large
projects, indigenous people are requested, if not
compelled, to participate in whatever external de-
cision-makers would like them to do, even if the
benefits are not always clear. While some authors
and most of the multilateral agencies have pro-
claimed the virtues of participative processes, with-
out any scrutiny or discussion, a revealing analy-
sis in Lesotho confirmed what had already been
analysed elsewhere, namely the futility of partici-
patory development activities once they reach “the
field,” in comparison to the heavy logistical opera-
tions devoted to organizing a very abstract notion of
development that hardly reaches stakeholders (Fer-
guson 1990). Paradoxically, participation becomes
the central concern of development agencies, which
enables them to demonstrate that they are appro-
priately involved in contributing to the well-being
of others and also ensures continued funding for
their work.

An illustration of the perversion of participation
brings us back to Ratanakiri, where many of the
errors outlined above occurred in a huge project
launched in 1995 under the auspices of UNDP, in
partnership with the national government. One of
the purposes of the project, in which some employ-
ees were Khmers, yet where the majority of man-
agers and advisers were foreigners, was to change
natural resource management practices, deemed
degrading the environment, and to create an aware-
ness of sustainability issues amongst the local pop-
ulation, regardless of their ethnic background or
their geographical origin. The ambition of the in-
ternational organization, in its collaboration with
the provincial authorities, was to prevent the mo-
nopolization of land, to preserve indigenous culture
by attempting to eliminate what was “threatening”
to development, to improve the status of women,

Frédéric Bourdier

promote better healthcare, and to support improved
infrastructure.

After conducting an extremely rapid and super-
ficial social evaluation of various selected zones in
the province (with Rapid Assessment Procedures),
several pilot villages were chosen. The evaluation
that aimed to appraise the situation of each village
was conducted by a team of fifteen people who
arrived in each hamlet in a Land Rover, armed
with a battery of questionnaires which were used to
ask people about their needs, aspirations, problems,
and frustrations. Highly conceptualized communi-
cation techniques were adopted in order to collect
as much information as possible in a short period
of time and to stimulate communication with some
chosen villagers. Cultural factors were, of course,
a concern for the development actors involved, in
the sense that some cultural aspects of indigenous
life could be perceived as obstacles to development
and, thereby, had to be rejected in the interests of
the well-being of the target populations. The inte-
gration of cultural issues in project planning was
vague and inscrutable, reflecting a lack of under-
standing on the part of the outsiders. Worse, one
can well imagine that any attempt of identifying
what was “good” or “bad” in relation to develop-
ment was rather adventurous and would lead to
an artificial separation of values whose meanings
were not fully understood. It is also not certain that
those in charge of the project were informed about
traditional perceptions and knowledge pertaining to
the local use and management of nature. Rhetori-
cal statements, aimed to promote ecological knowl-
edge as a “cultural heritage” were prominent, how-
ever, and the use of fashionable and catchy phrases
(unity in diversity, preservation of indigenous natu-
ral wealth, legacy from the past ...), which pleased
donors and opened an illusory door for a demo-
cratic provincial government, was encouraged. Un-
fortunately, words alone proved to be insufficient.
Development actors and civil servants may have
been aware that it is not advisable to ignore the
traditional knowledge of indigenous people living
in forest areas; long-term scientific research has
already demonstrated the need to incorporate lo-
cal populations in any system of eco-management
(Hladik et al. 1996). But there is an inevitable gap
between awareness and the capacity to apply this
awareness to the practical purposes of a develop-
ment program. Astonishingly, time and means were
frequently cited as limiting factors (it is not realistic
or cost-effective to spend too much time with local
people’s values); instead, attention was focused on
what had to be achieved and methods of project
implementation were emphasized in order to gain
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the support of local people. In other words, the
objectives of the project were predefined and its im-
plementation took the form of a normative strategy,
without any genuine possibility of questioning or
discussing the underlying ideology.

Nonetheless, everything was carried out under
the banner of participation. In one instance it took a
cynical turn, where villagers in the northern part of
the province were displaced “for their own sake,”
forcing them to construct a small road connecting
their new and inappropriate location to a nearby
river. This activity was classified as a “food for
work” participatory initiative from which people
would obtain significant benefits. In fact, the road
attracted non-indigenous traders and has been help-
ful for the loggers to reach primary forests contain-
ing precious trees.

This long and costly development initiative em-
ployed many development agents, and hence prob-
ably provided financial return benefits, at least for
these individuals. But after a number of years of ac-
tivities, the program scarcely achieved its intended
goals. Despite the absence of proper oversight and
evaluation, it may, perhaps, be considered a failure,
as the indigenous people involved almost unani-
mously recognize that their lives progressively de-
teriorated during the course of the program.

3 En Route for a Recurrent Process

Tracing the links between development and social
change, Karl Polanyi had been one of the first ana-
lysts of the 1940s to highlight the political and eco-
nomic origins of the great transformation that led to
the collapse of 19th-century civilisation. He argued
that the emergence of an international market that
would force human beings to adjust to economic
forces could not take place without eradicating the
human and natural foundations of society, without
destroying the essence of mankind and transform-
ing the environment into a desert (1983). His analy-
sis does not fully capture the impact of modern-
ization and he could not foresee the development
policies as inherent part of the game but it provides
a prophetic vision if applied to the contemporary
world: a global and irreversible movement has been
created.

Refusing what can be called Polanyi’s apoca-
lyptic analysis, other innovative theories related to
the concept of complex systems have been influ-
ential, classifying the development movement into
four successive phases: crisis, rupture, resilience,
and equilibrium. Such ideas have been taken into
account in Southeast Asian countries, and even ex-

Anthropos 103.2008

9

ceedingly applied in the recent past with totalitarian
regimes. The proposition is that the responses of in-
digenous societies to socioeconomic change could
also, perhaps, be viewed according to this theoreti-
cal continuum. Interestingly, this apparently recent
theory is not new: it is rooted in the Hindu concep-
tion of the evolving life cycle, whereby deconstruc-
tion leads to another form of advanced creation.
Contemporary scientists and developers are, there-
fore, rediscovering ideas which were meticulously
shaped by philosophers more than three thousands
years ago. On the other hand, the concept of com-
plex systems validates the ambivalent neoliberal
economist Milton Friedman’s shock doctrine, argu-
ing for the need to impose rather than deliberating
and striving for a global decision (Klein 2007). Ac-
cording to Friedman, whose statements became —
and still constitute — the “Bible” for powerful coun-
tries and regimes, a solution, whatever its “purity”
to save all of humanity, will never be accepted by all
societies and cultures, unless the latter are in a state
of terrible shock. In other words, populations will
accept a deal related to a particular orientation of
development, for instance, only if they have previ-
ously suffered a socioeconomic disaster and are in
a state of panic. In some cases, such debacles have
to be provoked in order to generate an agreement.
But these so-called accommodating responses that
other scientists have disguised behind the phe-
nomenon of “resilience” leading to a further equi-
librium are patently and ethically difficult to justify.
And they are far from the esoteric and attractive
Hindu and Buddhist notion of life evolution.

Besides, and coming back to the appealing in-
clination of integrating the indigenous populations
in their own development, the notion of national
governance is an essential component with whom
outsiders have to deal carefully with. Multilateral
agencies and NGOs cannot operate unilaterally,
even if sometimes they would, in fact, prefer to
work without the permanent control of local gov-
ernments. The “golden age” of independent oper-
ations is over, as some of the development actors
met in Cambodia and Laos reported with regret.
International agents now have to negotiate with
local planners and public servants. Each country,
therefore, has its own particular “filter” whereby
its national institutions reappropriate and reorient
foreign aid. Again, much can be said regarding
the differences which occur between the absorp-
tion and use of foreign assistance in Vietnam, Laos,
and Cambodia. It stems from complex institutional
interactions in which diplomatic, bilateral agree-
ments and foreign policy components are deeply
convoluted.
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Moreover, development agencies are run by so-
cial actors and, needless to say, the outcomes of
any intervention are conditioned by the nature and
quality of the involvement of these actors. Another
underestimated aspect of development issues is that
certain professionals misuse their position, adding
to the implicit constraints (logistical, monetary, or-
ganisational, hierarchical, and political) which pre-
vail within the institutions employing them. More
than ten years of continuous presence and obser-
vations in southern countries authorised me to put
into question the common statement advocating for
development actors’ sincere devotion. It is not ex-
aggerated to perceive their main role as strategic:
development personnel are frequently driven by
their own ambitions and are more concerned with
enjoying a comfortable standard of living rather
than devoting themselves to ameliorating the lives
of others, as they should be (Dichter 2003; Hancock
1989). To a certain point this behaviour is under-
standable; everyone likes to live comfortably. But
what is more worrisome is that, practically — in the
hidden agenda —, development actors’ real priority
is the pursuit of their own personal and material
well-being (Harvey 2003). For example, monitor-
ing of certain development activities in Cambodia
has revealed that the exclusive interests of govern-
ment officials have a major impact on rural devel-
opment efforts. Everybody is aware of this fact,
even NGOs and multilateral agencies, but the sub-
ject remains taboo because criticising institutions
and individuals may affect career advancement and
an agency’s reputation liable to be accused of ex-
cessive interference. Opportunistic, insincere tech-
nocrats and self-centred officials can be found in
senior positions in many agencies. Not only do they
impede development efforts, but it is also not easy
to get rid of such “experts” because of their solid
underground networks and prestigious positions.
But most of all, aid agencies will systematically
try their best to avoid any exposure of their dull
practices and behaviours. Such an apparently in-
consistent but, in fact, very well-planned situation
is reproduced throughout the whole ex-Indo-Chi-
nese peninsula.

Unsurprisingly, postdevelopment is now advo-
cated through an emerging network of small or-
ganisations willing to implement a real alterna-
tive in the way projects are designed. A shift is
suggested, inspired by Escobar’s theoretical per-
spectives (1995), sometimes with another concept
of nondevelopment arguing “let them alone and
protect them from the outside,” but it is unclear
whether this approach, to some extent already tak-
ing place in Brazil with an extremely elaborated in-
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digenous policy model, can encompass the outlook
of local peoples. Again, postdevelopment or antide-
velopment theories are social constructions elabo-
rated by academicians and external actors, project-
ing their personal ideologies and convictions. They
have not been systematically validated by local
populations. This is not to say that the borrowing
of ideas is in itself unacceptable, and this returns us
to the initial problem: do indigenous people have
control over their destiny and can they retain the
freedom to respond to events occurring in their life?
Rather than tackling this problem in a roundabout
way, Rivero adopted a radical but contextual ap-
proach (2001) where he reintroduces the relevance
of an approach including people’s visions of devel-
opment. A positive move forward can, therefore, be
undertaken through the identification of some of the
parallel economies, which exist in various parts of
the world, and attempts to understand how these are
embedded within particular sociocultural dynam-
ics. Similarly, one of the founders of this school
of thought, Sachs, advocated for self-determination
(1992). He adopted a flexible approach, insisting
on people’s creativity as well as asserting that it is
neither realistic nor ethical to deny people access to
the decision-making process for changes occurring
in their society; it is imperative that local citizens
make a proper contribution to and, thereby, take
responsibility for their own future. In that context,
the four concepts depicted before — sustainability,
self-governance, empowerment, and participation —
may have a real meaning, the one which was once
upon a time advocated by Amartya Sen.

We would like to express gratitude to the anthropologists
from the Museum Emilio Goeldi in Belém, Brasil, as well
as those from IRD and CNRS in France, who encouraged
the idea for this article. Other colleagues who have been
supportive enough to criticize the article and review it
separately should be particularly mentioned: thanks to
Chris Lyttletown (anthropologist, professor, Sydney Uni-
versity, Australia), Louis Forline (anthropologist, asso-
ciate professor, Nevada University, USA), Joanna White
(anthropologist, researcher, Goldsmiths College, UK),
and Philippe Schar (geographer, National Center for Sci-
entific Research [CNRS] Bordeaux, France).
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