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This paper (1) argues that in the search for more equitable and effe-
ctive rural development, professionals and professionalism are part of the 
problem. Normal bureaucracy, normal professionalism, normal careers, 
and normal modes of learning interlock to sustain centralised, 
standardised and simple perceptions, prescriptions, and programmes. The 
environments and livelihood strategies of the poorer are often, in contrast, 
dispersed, diverse and complex. To enable the poor to gain more of what 
they want and need requires policies and programmes which decentralise, 
diversify, and encourage demand from below. Trends in these directions 
can be discerned in rural development in India over the past ten years. 
Examples are found in canal irrigation, lift irrigation, watershed 
development, social forestry, and agricultural research and extension. 
Recent developments in the approach and methods of participatory rural 
appraisal (PRA J show potential for carrying these processes further through 
personal, professional, and institutional change. 

The context of rural development in India, Normal Professionalism, Bureaucracy, 
as in most countries, is not just of change, but Behaviour and Learning 
of accelerating change. The changes are in all 
dimensions and domains, including the (Normal = usual;regular;common;typical: 
physical environment, social and economic t h e normal way of doing it; the normal level, 
conditions, farming systems, communica- the Collins English Dictionary. 2nd ed 1986) 
tions, and people's awareness and aspirations. F o u r s e t s Q f c o n d i t i o n s w h i c h a r e 

What people think and want and see as normally found can be seen to interlock to 
possible now are not what they thought and d e t e p a n d d e l a y c h a n g e j n rc t i o n a n d 

wanted and saw as possible ten, or even five, prescription in rural development, 
or even two years ago. Businessmen have 
been quick to note and exploit the rapid The first is normal professionalism -- the 
spread and deepening of rural markets. But concepts, values, methods, and behaviour 
other non-rural professionals, in contrast, dominant in a profession. These are taught in 
have tended to lag in understanding and schools and universities, where they are 
action. They include many who are isolated sustained by conservative curricula and 
and secure in the bastions of learning and successive editions of hallowed textbooks 
privilege in universities and large bureau- written and rewritten by ageing men; and they 
cracies. An underlying hypothesis of this are reinforced by professional associations, by 
paper is that ideas about rural deprivation and promotions boards, by journal editors and 
development articulated in universities and their anonymous reviewers, and by the norms 
acted on in bureaucracies are liable to be out of specialised bureaucracies. In general, 
of touch and out of date; and that precisely normal professionalism values things more 
because of these lags and lacunae, rural than people, men more than women, 
development policy and practice present measurement more than judgment, and the 
opportunities for new analysis and practical urban and industrial more than the rural and 
action. agricultural. 
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The second is normal bureaucracy — the The fourth set of conditions is normal 
values, methods, and behaviour dominant in learning. Normal learning is dominated by 
large organisations, especially those of urban-based professionals. It has two sides: 
government. Its features typically include learning by them about rural life and 
centralisation and standardisation: centra- conditions; and learning from them by rural 
lisation of authority, especially financial people, 
control; and standardisation of rules, 
recommendations, and actions. Learning by urban-based professionals 

has two main modes, both liable to mislead: 
The third is normal (successful) careers. rural development tourism — the brief, urban-

Typical domestic and career cycles in rural based rural visit; and large-scale questionnaire 
development present three related trends: surveys with their many and notorious 
tying down; moving inwards; and moving distortions and inaccuracies (for instance, how 
upwards (Figure 1). As professionals gain in many survey analysts test for investigator 
age and experience, they are progressively bias?) The older, more senior and more 
tied down, and women more than men, by important a person becomes, the more 
marriage and the care and education of biassed his (they are usually men) rural visits 
children; they move inwards into larger and and perceptions, and the greater his reliance 
larger urban centres; and they move upwards on statistics from surveys. Learning by rural 
in hierarchies. These three processes people is assumed to be through the transfer 
interlock to distance those who become more of Knowledge to them from professionals. In 
senior and powerful more and more from agriculture, the transfer-of-technology (TOT) 
rural contact and realities. mode, in which technology is generated on 
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Finally, in agriculture, the top-down mode has 
been embodied in the concept of the high-
yielding green revolution package to be 
promoted over large areas in rainfed 
conditions. All these were, or are, standar-
dised, top-down,centre-outwards prescrip-
tions, some deriving from the relatively 
uniform and controlled conditions of north-
west India and transferred to more diverse 
and less controllable conditions elsewhere. All 
were relatively simple. All were administra-
tively convenient. All ran into problems 
because they did not fit or respond to diverse 
and complex conditions and needs. 

In all five domains, recent years have 
seen a shift towards differentiation. In canal 
irrigation, the National Water Management 
Project promotes separate diagnosis for each 
irrigation system, leading to individually 
tailored operational plans. In lift irrigation, the 
importance of better management of 
electricity to ensure a more predictable 
supply is increasingly acknowledged, includ-
ing the desirability of different supply regimes 
for water-abundant and water-scarce zones. 
Widespread markets for the sale of 
groundwater have been recognised (initially in 
the seminal work of Tushaar Shah) and their 
capacity to cater precisely to local needs. In 
watershed management, the rhetoric of 
participation has been given some substance 
by the Drylands Development Board in 
Karnataka and the Drought-Prone Areas 
Programme in Andhra Pradesh, with more 
openness to local needs and variation. In 
social forestry, nurseries which used to be 
dominated by eucalyptus, are now found with 
a wider variety of species. In agricultural 
research and extension, diversity has been 
categorised and described with the identifi-
cation and continuing documentation of 127 
agro-climatic or agro-ecological zones. 

An industrial analogy of the direction of 
these shifts from Heniy Ford's standard batch 
production of automobiles to Toyota's 
differentiated diversity. In his famous remark, 
Henry Ford said that the American public 
could have its Model T Ford any colour it liked 
as long as it was black In contrast, the care 
coming off the Toyota production line are all 

different, each fitted to the demands of an 
individual client. 

Except for groundwater markets, the 
changes listed above in these five domains do 
not, however, go the whole way to a "Toyota" 
mode which fits and meets individual 
demand. Rather, they are forms of top-down, 
centre-outwards, differentiation, a diffe-
rentiation of bureaucratic categories and 
supply. They begin to distinguish different 
systems, zones and types of clients, and some 
of them present an a la carte instead of a fixed 
menu, an open basket of choices in place of a 
closed package. But they do not go the whole 
way. The menu is still chosen by the cook; the 
contents of the basket are still selected by the 
vendor.The further step is for the client to 
select the ingredients and even do the 
cooking; for the client to choose the contents 
of the basket and even fill it herself or himself. 
The next step is the articulation and 
differentiation of demand, as in the full Toyota 
analogy, with much fuller participation by the 
client. Demand, of course, has normally to be 
limited to what falls within the guidelines and 
competence of the organisation. The point is 
that within those limitations, a much wider 
range of choice and action can usually be 
made accessible. The implications for the five 
specialised programmes are suggested in 
table 1. 

Parallels to these shifts to differentiated 
supply can be found in mainstream 
"generalist" anti-poverty programmes. The 
IRDP norms and targets have been standard 
for every block but other programmes have 
been differentiated according to district-wise 
conditions: for example, the Drought-prone 
Areas Programme, the Tribal Area Develop-
ment Programme, the Hill Areas Development 
Programme, the Desert Development Pro-
gramme, and the September 1990 decision to 
implement a rural employment guarantee 
programme in at least 50 of the poorest 
districts (Newstimd 26 September 1990). Yet 
other programmes have differentiated by 
person, as the IRDP itself does, and as with 
the earlier SFDA and with TRYSEM, DWGRA, 
and the RLEGP. Tendencies within such 
programmes to standardise are reportedly 
common, as a feature of normal bureaucracy, 



but the intention is to differentiate and target 
top-down supply to benefit the more deprived 
areas and people. The question is whether 
these modifications of the normal go far 
enough, or whether for fit and sustainability 
they need also to be drawn down and 
differentiated by demand, from the bottom-
up. 

Diversity, Decentralisation and Demand 

The various philosophies of "bottom-up" 
development, of empowerment of the poor, of 
participation, and of putting the poor first, all 
imply not just modifications, but reversals of 
the normal. For brevity some of these are 

listed in table 2. The most crucial reversal 
concerns priorities. Professionals assume that 
they Know what poor people want and need, 
and what their priorities are or should be. In 
practice, both priorities and programmes are 
influenced by what is administratively 
convenient and easy and normal to measure. 
The poverty line, and poverty line thinking, 
which underline and are used to assess the 
IRDP, express the normal professionalism 
which measures flows — of income or of 
consumption, rather than other dimensions of 
well-being. Jodha's (1988) longitudinal study 
of change in two villages in R^jasthan is here 
dramatically suggestive. He found that the 35 
households which over 20 years had suffered 
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decline in real per capita incomes of more 
than 5 per cent were on average better off 
according to 37 out of 38 of their own criteria, 
many of which concerned reduced vulnera-
bility, greater independence, and enhanced 
self-respect. Poor people's priorities cannot 
be assumed. They vary and they change. And 
the experts on them are not professionals, but 
poor people themselves. 

Throughout there is a theme of reversals 
to achieve the three Ds-diversity, decentrali-
sation, and demand. Diversity exists, and often 
needs to be enhanced to enable the poor to 
gain better livelihoods. Decentralisation is one 
mode of action, but unless matched by 
effective demand can lead to capture by local 
elites. Decentralisation is by definition top-
down, even though its intention is bottom-up. 

Another way of expressing the contrasts 
is through physical and human paradigms for 
development. Normal high status professio-
nalism, dominated by engineers, economists, 
and natural scientists, deals with things,and 
with people as though they were things, 
leaving the complexities and diversities of real 
individual people to low status nurses, 
extension workers and social workers. Much 
experience and analysis, most notably that of 
David Korten (1980; 1984), has shown that 
effective rural development requires a shift of 
stress from things to people, from blueprints 
to process, and from planning to participation 
-all of these entailing reversals of the normal. 

A key question, not to be answered here, is 
how it can be complemented by effective 
demand by the poorer, how they can be 
empowered to claim their rights and 
entitlements. With points such as these in 
mind, most of those committed to the 
reduction and elimination of rural deprivation 
would probably agree on the need to shift 
programmes and action more and more to the 
righthand side of tables 2 and 3, and to enable 
the poorer to organise, demand, and get more 
of what they want and need. Many 
programmes and projects in India seek to do 
this, not least the IRDP and Jawahar Rozgar 
Yojana. Although the discussion is relevant to 
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Table 3: Physical and Human paradigms for Development 

PHYSICAL HUMAN 

Point of departure Things People 

Mode Blueprint Process 

Goals 
Analytical assumptions 
(implicit) 

Predetermined 
Reductionist 

Evolutionary 
Holistic 

Key word Planning Participation 

Focus of decision-making Gentralised Decentralised 

Relationship with clients Controlling, _ 
motivating 

Enabling, 
empowering 

Methods Standardised 
and universally 
applicable 

Diverse and low 
evolved 

Technology for clients A fixed package 
of practices 

A varied basket 
options 

Project output Infrastructure Competence and choice 

those programmes, the focus here will be on 
practical implications for the five specialised 
programmes mentioned above. 

Practical Implications 

Reversing Normal Professionalism and 
Bureaucracy 

In canal irrigation, lift irrigation, watershed 
management, social forestry, and agricultural 
research and extension, reversals of normal 
bureaucracy and of normal professionalism 
can be seen to present scope for gains by 
those who are poorer and weaker. The shifts 
and reversals needed for them to gain more in 
these domains are from things to people, 
from blueprint to process, from hardware to 
software, and from the uniform to the diverse. 
They manifest the three Ds — diversity, 
decentralisation, and (effective) demand by 
the deprived. 

Those who are deprived and who would 
gain differ in each context. In canal irrigation, 
they are tail-enders and others who receive 
unreliable water supplies. In lift irrigation, they 

are the buyers, or would-be buyers, of water. In 
social forestry, they are the poorer, especially 
poor farm families who can plant trees, people 
who suffer shortages of fuelwood, fodder and 
other tree-based livelihoods. In watershed 
management, they are farm families, 
especially those with degraded land or who 
suffer from the negligence of neighbours. And 
in agricultural research and extension, they 
are the smaller poorer farmers, especially 
those in marginal and rainfed areas. 

Detailed cases for reversals in these 
domains have been made elsewhere2. Some 
of the more important reversals are: 

Canal irrigation: Shifting attention from 
physical works to focus much more on system 
management, with an operational plan for 
each irrigation system, establishing irrigators' 
rights to information and to water, and 
organisation and representation of irrigators 
groups, especially tail-enders. 

Lift irrigation: In water abundant areas, in 
place of public tube-wells, providing for 



competitive private markets for water through 
flat rate tariffs, through abolishing licensing 
and spacing regulations, and through intensive 
development, and in water scarce areas, by 
more differentiated programmes, including 
zoning and power supply management. 

Watershed management: Appraisal, 
planning and implementation by farmers (as 
being pioneered by the Aga Khan Rural 
Support Program me,MYRADA, the KamataKa 
Drylands Development Board, and the Andhra 
Pradesh Drought-Prone Areas Programmes), 
with officials in an advisory, supportive, and 
facilitating role. 

Social Forestry: On public lands, shifting 
from single species production forestry to 
diverse livelihood forestry, planting and 
protecting a mix of "trees of the poor" and 
ensuring them rights of usufruct. 

Agricultural research and extension: For 
rainfed agriculture, changing from "transfer-of 
-technology" (TOT) to "farmer first" appro-
aches, from a package of practices to a basKet 
of choices, with farmers participating in 
agricultural research and extension, deter-
mining priorities,maKing demands, requesting 
staff to search for what they want and need, 
and themselves experimenting (Farrington, 
Martin, 1988; Amanor, 1989); and improving 
the balance of research priorities between 
high status crops liKe wheat and rice, and 
relatively neglected crops liKe coarse grains 
and some tubers, and between the large 
livestocK (cattle, buffaloes) of the less poor to 
the relatively neglected smallstocK liKe goats, 
sheep, and poultry of the poorer. 

All these implications entail reversals — 
from the lefthand side of tables to the 
righthand side, from the centralised and 
standardised to the decentralised and diverse. 
All run counter to normal bureaucracy and 
normal professionalism. All, therefore, entail 
not just institutional and procedural change, 
but also change which is personal and 
individual. The question is how such changes 
can be brought about, and accelerated so that 
rural development programmes can better fit 
local diversity and demand. 

To Integrate Reversals: Participatory Rural 
Appraisal3 

One new potential for both institutional 
and individual change is presented by the 
recent development of Participatory Rural 
Appraisal (PRA). Developments have been 
rapid on both NGOs and government4. 

PRA, a development of rapid • (or now 
"relaxed") rural appraisal (Khon Kaen, 1987), 
is based on learning from, with, and by rural 
people, in their context. Normal approaches to 
learning about rural life and conditions are 
extractive. "We" go to rural areas for "data 
collection"; we obtain the data, bring them 
away, and process them elsewhere,' often to 
help us decide what would be good for "them". 
Recent new approaches and methods maKe 
this more participatory. "We" still go to 
villages, but the data are shared, and the 
analysis is much more by rural people 
themselves. 

Among the underlying theory and 
principles of PRA, six may be mentioned: 

Rapid and progressive learning — 
iterative, inventive, flexible, and 
exploratory 

Reversals — learning from, with, and 
by rural people, eliciting and using their 
criteria and categories 

Optimal ignorance and appropriate 
imprecision, that is, not trying to find out 
more than is needed, and not measuring 
more or more accurately than required for 
practical purposes 

Triangulation — using different 
methods, sources and disciplines, and a 
range of informants in a range of places, 
and cross-checKing with successive 
approximation 

Principal investigators, and senior 
people, in direct contact, face-to-face, with 
rural people in the field 

Personal responsibility, including 
self-critical awareness, doubt, embracing 
error, and the one sentence manual "use 
your own best judgment at all times" 
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Two sets of innovations and insights 
characterise PRA as it has been developed in 
India 

The first is new participatory learning 
methods. These include participatory map-
ping and modelling, transects, analytical 
diagramming, ranking, scoring and estimating, 
wealth ranking, seasonal and livelihood 
analysis, and planning. In all these, the 
initiative in presenting and analysing 
information is passed to villagers. Frequently, 
the information is represented in visible, 
public, and correctable form. The methods are 
proving both powerful and popular, and are 
spreading. The word "fUn" is entering the rural 
development vocabulary. In contrast with 
questionnaire surveys, villagers and outsiders 
usually enjoy the process and find it 
interesting. The astonishing and consistent 
finding here has been that when rapport and 
methods are right, rural people have a far 
greater capacity to map, model, rank score, 
estimate, diagram, analyse, and plan than 
outsiders have supposed. 

The second concerns reversals of attitude 
and behaviour on the part of outsiders and 
good rapport. The insight here is that rural 
people have often appeared ignorant and 
incapable because "we" have put them down, 
lecturing not listening, teaching not learning, 
interrupting not waiting, and rushing not 
relaxing. It is this, and the combined influence 
of normal professionalism, bureaucracy, 
careers, and learning, which have led us to 
underestimate their knowledge and analytical 
abilities. To enable them to express that 
knowledge and exercise that analytical ability, 
most outsiders need to behave differently, 
with modest personal demeanour, real 
interest in what people say, do and show, a 
keenness to learn, a willingness to listen and 
not interrupt, and a confidence in the 
analytical capabilities of rural people. Rapport 
can be sought and strengthened by outsiders 
doing village tasks, with villagers as teachers, 
by sharing food, and by spending nights in 
villages. 

The ultimate potential of PRA is hard to 
assess. There are dangers of instant 
popularity, bad implementation, and disil-

lusion. The demand for training in PRA is 
heavy and the supply of trainers still slight. 
Although India is an epicentre of innovation in 
PRA, few organisations yet see providing PRA 
training for others as a major function. PRA is 
still practiced only on a tiny scale. It is not yet, 
to my knowledge, part of the curriculum or 
practice of any university, although the 
Gandhigram Rural Institute in Tamil Nadu has 
shown strong interest. This is scarcely 
surprising since PRA involves a methodolo-
gical paradigm shift which many normal 
professionals, especially those wedded to 
questionnaire surveys, find threatening. 
Robert Rhoades (1990) has written about "The 
Coming Revolution in Rural Research", but the 
revolution at present is scarcely found in 
research at all. It is largely in the practices of a 
number of NGOs, a few training institutes 
(such as the National Academy of Adminis-
tration, Mussoorie) and in a few government 
departments. 

Two large-scale government programmes 
to seek PRA training have been the Drylands 
Development Board in Karnataka, and the 
Drought-prone Areas Programme in Andhra 
Pradesh. Both are concerned with watershed 
development. In each case, a key senior 
official experienced PRA personally, and 
arranged for MYRADA to undertake training. In 
each case, some officials have become 
enthusiastic and committed and have trained 
others. Procedures and practices have also 
been modified. The test, though, will be over 
time, whether such radical changes can be 
sustained in government organisations. 

Whatever cautious qualifications one 
wishes to make, PRA does seem to have 
potential to integrate the themes of this paper. 
It puts first the knowledge, categories, and 
perceived needs and priorities of rural people, 
countering and reversing normal profes-
sionalism. It can enable the articulation of 
diverse local demand, countering and 
reversing normal bureaucracy. It can take 
senior people to the field, countering and 
reversing the progressive isolation and out-of-
dateness of normal careers. And it is based on 
changes of roles of teachers and students, 
countering and reversing normal learning. It 
passes the initiative for teaching, presenting 



information, analysing and planning to 
villagers. It is in harmony with proposals for 
ecologically sound and participatory rural 
development (Agarwal, Narain, 1989). Done 
well, it involves and empowers the poorer 
people. It should then lead to development 
which meets their priorities, and which is 
more sustainable, by them. Through its 
decentrlised nature, it takes account of local 
diversity. Perhaps most important, it enables 
outsiders to learn to change. For outsiders, 
PRA's greatest potential may be personal 
reorientation and liberation from inappro-
priate professionalism. The question is raised 
whether it can be a feasible means for 
multiple simultaneous change, both personal 
and institutional. 

The major issue is whether, with the 
accelerating changes taking place in the world, 
there is now a possibility of large-scale 
transformation of field bureaucracies, as well 
as of NGOs, with PRA as one spearhead of 
change. 

Promoting Personal Change 

Stereotypes of rent-seeking officials, 
wicked contractors, and corrupt politicans can 
depress and mislead. I will assert as a 
personal opinion that there are vast numbers 
of people, not just in the NGO sector, but also 
in government organisations, in politics, and 
in business, who wish to do good work and 
help the poor. Partly they are trapped in "the 
system". Partly, they are waiting for 
opportunities for change. The reversals here 
are personal. They are to offset the biases of 
careers which lead inwards and upwards, away 
from rural realities. They are to spend time 
regularly close to rural life. They are to learn 
from and with rural people. They are to get 
honest and accurate feedback on progra-
mmes. They are to keep up to date with rural 
change. And they are to work to empower the 
poor. 

The experience of PRA indicates ways in 
which such personal change can be promoted. 
These include: 

Overnights in villages: The personal 
testimony of an increasing number of NGO 
workers and officials indicates that for many 
the act of spending nights in villages, without 

very special arrangements, somet imes 
including the conquest of anxieties about 
food, washing and toilet arrangements, can 
lead to new rapport, attitudes, confidence, and 
insights. 

Mini-sabbaticals: Normal careers do not 
provide for mini- sabbaticals of one or a few 
weeks. But for many in mid-career, or late 
career, a matter of days or weeks spent living 
in villages, updating perceptions and 
understanding, and learning from rural 
people, can be a formative experience. 

Learning from rural people: Methods for 
participatory learning, in which rural people 
express their knowledge, and indicate their 
categories, criteria and priorities, can be 
taught to and used by professionals. Examples 
are participatory mapping and modelling, 
matrix ranking and scoring, wealth and well-
being ranking, time lines (ethnohistories), and 
analytical diagramming. The very use of these 
methods is often a revelation which leads to 
changes of attitude on the part of outsiders. 

A Paradigm Shift? 

We appear to be on the brink of rapid 
changes in the professions and organisations 
concerned with rural development. Many of 
these changes entail reversing normal values 
and behaviour, and seeing things from the 
point of view, not of urban-based outsider 
professionals, but of poor rural people. This 
implies a new paradigm, which may be partly 
complementary, and partly alternative, to the 
old. But with now bewildering rates of change 
in almost every domain, it is easier to see old 
paradigm under attack than new ones 
coalescing. In rural development, however, the 
new and complementary paradigm of 
reversals is gaining in coherence. In the 
rhetoric of participation, sustainability, 
democracy, decentralisation and diversity, 
this paradigm is already taken form. In the 
reality of institutional and personal commit-
ment and action, it is still only scattered. 
Massive obstacles of vested interests 
(academic, bureaucratic, political) and of 
habits (professional, procedural, methodo-
logical) impede its adoption and development. 
To take two examples: university lecturers and 





and Youth for Action (Hyderabad). Others, 
such as Bharatiya Agro-Industries Foun-
dation (Pune) are exploring, adopting and 
adapting the approach. Training pro-
grammes have also been conducted at the 
Administrative Staff College of India, 
Hyderabad, the LBS National Academy of 
Administration, Mussoorie, the National 
Forest Academy, Dehra Dun, and 
elsewhere. A PRA network has been set up 
in Nepal, supported by Winrock Inter-
national. By mid-1991, MYRADA alone had 

conducted at least 50 field training 
experiences. To its credit, it has followed 
an open-door policy and has welcomed to 
these regular exercises over 350 people 
from government departments and other 
development institutions. Organisations 
in government which are adopting and 
spreading PRA include Drylands Deve-
lopment Board in Karnataka, and the 
Drought-prone Areas Programme in 
Andhra Pradesh. 
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