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COGNITIVE PROBLEMS OF EXPERTS3 IN RURAL AFRICA

Robert Chambers
Cores, Peripheries and Biases of Knowledge

In this telk I shell examine some cognitive problems of 'experts' from outside
Africa, especially &s these concern rural Africe and the poorer rural people.
The discussion can be set in & context of cores end peripheries of knowledge.
The cores are besed in the universities and research institutes of rich countries
which have abundant resources to generate knowledge and to communicate it world-
wide. From thaese cores, gradients of diminishing resources snd pover to com-—
municate can be treced all the way out to the poor, rural peripheries. Rureal
people have their own knowledge with its own validity, but they are isolated and
have little power to communicate it. The dominent fleow is from the centre out-
wards, from the rich, urban, industrialised, high status and powerful cores to
the poor, rurel, sgricultural, low status and weak peripheries. There is very
unegual leverage between the bearers of, respectively, centralised modern know—
ledge and localised traditional knowledge; and this is reflected, as comes out
so clearly and eloguently in Adrian Adams'lpaper, in very unequal and often
mystifying fece—to-fece interactions between outside experts and rural people,.
The 'knowledge' in the dominant flow may be inappropriate but those who carry

it to the peripheries are often not inclined or able to understand this.

I can draw out scme of what I want to ssy from a story against myself. When I
was working for the High Commissioner for Refugees based in Geneva, there were
some 2 millicn refugees in Africa, the vast majority of them rural. The

pecple who had been recruited to work on refuges problems were many of them, in
our senses, experts, having professionsl training and coming from Europe and
North America. Put their professicnal training was inapprcpriate, since many
were lawyers cr sociel workers unfamilier with the situation they were dealing
with, often involving large numbers of remote, very poor people in rural Africa.
I thought it would be sensible to hold a seminar for UNHCR staff and to expose
them to the insights of social scientists who had worked on problems of agri-
cultural settlement and rural development in Africa. This, I thought, would
serve to correct some of their professional biases and misconceptions. So

we held a meeting with a number of social scientists in Arusha. But in the
avent, this served to replace one set of biases with snother and I had tc spend
the next six months correcting misconceptions which came out of the meeting.

The most serious misconception was & negative view of organised sgricultural
settlement for refugees. This negative view had two sources. In the first
place, the social scientists were highly trained in criticism. t 1s no
coincidence that so much of the writing about government initiatives in rural
development is negative. Many of the books written about agricultural projects
in Africa are disaster stories, an early example being K.D.S. Baldwin's book
on The Niger Agricultural Project,2 arnd perhaps the best known, Rene Dumont's
False Start in Africa.>® In part, this negative tendency reflects the reward
system in the social sciences, We are trained to be critical and to find things
going wrong, and we are then praised by our peers for our perceptiveness in
seeing through officiel myth to the less favourable reality underneseth. We
earn more points professionally by writing about failure than about success.

Second, there was a time lag in the understanding of the social scientists of
what was going on in rural Africa. They were about 10 years out of date. Their
observations were based on what had been studied and written ebout in the 1960s
when there were many errors with egricultural settlement in East Africa. They
did not know that mos*t of these errors had been corrected already by the people
in the organisation to which they were telking. UNHCR had some highly
successful egricultural settlements which had benefited indirectly from the
findings of earlier research. Perhaps this time lag is a universal problem. It
is compounded by the Ph.D. system in which the gap between field research and



publicetion of & thesis may be a decade, as in the case of Conrad Reining book
The Zande Scheme.” {(a major contribution to: understanding agricultural settle-
ment but long delayed in its publication). | There is very, very rapid change in
rural Africe, but the high status, university—generated system of knowledge on
which we rely is permanently out-of-date, in contrast with the continuously up-
dated knowledge of rursl people themselves.

One can go further, and note that there is an unfortunate connection between
negative social science and the time lag. ISocial scientists are sttracted to
study new initiatives. It is precisely when new approaches are being tried out
that most goes wrong. This is when information is gathered and written up.
Again and again, as with egricultural settlement schemes, the effect cen be a
negative myth propagated and believed by precisely those who ere supposed to be
the bearers of truth.

Another set of problems concerns profesgionalism. Professionel velues, norms,
concerns, and cognitive structures are predominantly formed and set in the
university systems of the rich world. When transferred tc rurel African environ-
ments they are often inappropriate. With UNHCR, this was an acute problem
because those recruited had been lawyers end social workers trained for and able
to work with situations in Europe for which legel protection and individuel coun-—
selling were required. The problems in Africa were different, with widely
dispersed large populations of very poor people. More generally, even when the
expert for the task comes from the eppropriete professional packground, there
are still underrecognised problems. For instance, the way in which Ministries
have been created in Africe has derived from the disciplines which African
countries had thrust upon them or which they imported from outside. Ministries
of Animel Health have been generated by the concerns of vets and have been
dominated by vets. Ministries of Agriculture have similarly been generated and
domineted by agriculturalists. At first sight this may seem neturel, normel

and sensible, but = close look at farming systems often shows an integration of
livestock and crop husbandry which is neither reflected in the division of the
Ministries nor indeed catered for by them. | In consequence of the disciplirary
organisaticn of Ministries, this important aspect of small farming has been
systematically neglected 1in African countries.

The import into Africa of exvertise developed for other needs in other countries
has also concentrated attention and prestige on some activities to the neglect of
others. The emphasis on export crops as against food crops is well known.
Further, the food crops and livestock of poor people have been neglected as being
ilow status and outside the range of concerns of outside experts. Much was once
written about the cattle complex of East African pastoralists, but the

strongest cattle compiex mey have been that of expatriate veterinery end animsl
husbandry experts. A great deal of attention has been paid to exotic cattle and
almost none to goats. Even in a country such as Botswana where goats are a
significant part of the economy for many poor people, very little attention has
been paid to them until recently. A few years ago there was only one pro-
fessional in the whole Ministry of Agriculture who was concerned with smellstock,
although many were concerned with the larger, more prestigious and more familiar
cattle. Again, medical emphases can be questioned, and in particular the
relative prominence given %o vector-borne diseases, which may be in some sense
attractive to work with, to the considerable neglect of the main killers in many
areas which are the diarrhoeas. Several biases may influence the chcices and
concerns of professiocnels - towards what is large rether then small, temperate
rather than tropical, modern rather than traditional, marketed rather than sub-
sistence, clean rather than dirty, and linked to international and rich country
prestige systems rather than to the needs and lives ¢f poorer rural people.

Rural Development Tourism

Much of what experts learn about rwel aress is, thus, influenced by their own
cognitive biases. It is also very often mediated by 'rurel development tourism' -~



the brief rursl visii by an outslae proressional who SEUS OUL [TOm &l ws v
centre. Little has been written about rural development tourism, a phenomenon
which is extremely widespread and which affects the perceptions of tens or
hundreds of thousands of officials as well as of the much smeller number of
outside experts. It applies also to researchers on rurael visits, though social
anthropologists quite often deliberately offset the biases which follow.

With a visiting expert three characteristics are almost universel. The expert
starts from an urban centre; is in a hurry; and is trying to find out something.
These characieristics reinforce biases which prevent exposure to and learning
about rural poverty, and particularly the poorer rurasl pecple. Four biases are
particularly significant.

(1) spatial

Termac and roadside biases are marked. There is & tendency not to visit the more
remote areas. The very fact that the word 'remote' is automatically taken to
mean remote from an urban centre itself indicates how deeply imbedded in our-
selves is the core-periphery way of thinking. The centre is so obviously urben.
At the same time what seems to be happening in many parts of Africa is that the
poorer people are being extruded from areas of higher potential into areas of
lower potentiel which are less well served by communications and less likely to
be visited and seen. Population movements in Ukambani in Kenya are an example

of this process which can also be found in other parts of East Africe end in West
Africa. Other poor people move up into similarly inaccessible forest areas.

As for the more accessible roadsides, Joseph Ssennyonga, who worked as a social
anthropologist in Western Kenya, coined the term 'elite roadside ecolegy!',”
thinking particularly of the road from Kisumu to Kakamega. This road was tarred
and provided with services such as water, electricity, and telephone, besides
buses and small markets. Those people who were better off tought up the rosdside
plots and built on them. The poorer people moved away out of sight. Driving
along that road now the visitor sees the houses of those who are better off, but
not the poorer people who have moved back from the road and out of sight. As a
result, the visiting expert, or indeed civil servant, gains a very slanted visual
impression of the area. The same may epply in many other parts of Africa with
ritbon development along roadsides. And these spatial biases - tarmac, roadside,
accessibility - are accentuated by shortages of funds and fuel for travelling.
Rising oil prices, shortages of foreign exchange, cuts in recurrent budgets, and
the tendency for cuts to fall on the travel and transport vote, combine to keep
rural development tourists even more on main roads and near urban centres.

(i1) progect

Visits tend to be to projects, especielly the pet project close to the capital
city and convenient for visitors. Such projects solve the problem of what to
do with VIPs whose programmes have a day to be filled in. They also attract
innumerable short-term visitors of the international Jjet set. It would be an
intriguing exercise to go round the cepitals of Africa and identify these
projects. One such is the Mwea Irrigation Settlement in Kenya, a convenient
65 miles from Nairobi on & tarred road. The manager once told me that he spent
per cent of his time showing round visitors. To each individual or group
he repeated the same statement. As Jon Moris has argued, there were s number
of over-favourable myths about this project.” It is difficult to avoid con-
cluding that the continuous repetition of a speech to outsiders helped
develop and reinforce these myths. The project was, indeed, successful in many
ways, but less successful than believed. I have been to international conferences
at which people have stood up and talked about an irrigation project that they
visited in Africa (and easily identifiable as Mwea) and repeated to one another
these myths, reinforcing what I believe to have been misperceptions about
that particular project. Another example was the belief that with Ujemas
Vijijini in Tenzania in the 1960s there was substantial and widespread communal
production at the village level. This myth was partly generated by social
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Then students seeking Ph.Ds

telieve that everyone agrees

that rains don't do for rural study
suits get wet and shces get muddy

And bureaucrats of urban type

wait prudently till crops be ripe
pefore they venture far afield

to ask politely 'whati's the yield?!'

The international experts' flights
have other seascons; winter nights
in New York, Paris, Brussels, Rome
are what drive them, in flocks, from home

And Northern academics too

are seasonal in their global view;

for they are seen in third world nations
mainly during long vacations.

Long vacation bias may direct attention north of the equator to the worst time of
the year, such as August in the Gembia or Sierra Leone. More generally,

though, visits of experts who are fleeing the northern winter direct attention

to the period after harvest when people's body weights are rising, when the most
unhealthy time of year is past, and when celebrations and marriages are taking
place.

Other biases interact with these. Politeness and protocol deter experts from
trying to meet or find out about those people who are poorer or who are more
deprived. There are biases of mcdernity - =2 tendency to look at the school, the
tractor, the new rcad, rather than whatever lis 'traditional'. The biases
interlock so that certain places ana certain people tend to be visited and
learnt from rather than others. A progressive fermer beside a main road near

g capital city may influence the percertions of a whole series of visiting
experts because he is the person they are taken to. In contrast, a poor widow
in a remote area may not impinge on the consciousness of anyone within the
official govermment system at all. As for the bias towards progressive farmers,
one to whom I was once taken asked me to sign his visitor's book, inside which
was a veritable 'Who's Who' of the Ministry of Agriculture.

Reflection on the core-periphery nature of knowledge, and on these biases in
exposure to and learning about rural areas, suggests a case for intrcspection
on the part of experts. One can ask who expatriate experts are and how they
have been selected or self-selected from the population from which they come.
One can ask about their psychological needs. The discussion earlier in this
conference about drives to encourage the growing of cotton, and campaigns against
soil erosion, was fascinating. There is a puzzle why campaigns which were so
obviously unpopular, end which we now know to have been so often against the
interests of African farmers, were pursued with such enthusiasm and even
missionary zeal Perhaps they answered some of the psychological needs of
expatriate officers. Perhaps because both cotton growing and soil conservation
required a high degree of supervision, discipline and control, they may have
been attractive to expatriates as means of imposing order on what appeared a
primitive, disorganised, and inefficient agricultural system - shiftirngcul-
tivation and inter-cropping, now recognised as rationel and able adaptatiomson
the part of small farmers. Agein, one can ask about the /deeper meanings of
straight lines and standardistion. The model village introduced into Sierra
Leone, described yesterday,- and the buildings which were all identical, may
have had psychological importance for the expert who introduced them. A further
example is Central Province in Kenya where in the early 1960s it was illegal to
build & round hut. All new buildings had to be square. At one level, this can
be explained in terms variously of cultural imperialism or hygiene. At another
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level, perheps it reflected nead cn the pert of the adzinistretors for precision
and control. Nowadays, however, and despite what Adrien Adams says from her
West Africen experience,-~ I have the impression thet younger experts ere much
more sensitive tc issues such as these.

To correct these biases is not easy but some possibilities can be noted. Pro-
fessional velues in the rich, powerful, core imstitutions can be challenged. 1In
particular, the velues of editors of international journals can be attacked end
shifted away from some of the most marked anti-poverty biases. Concerning rural
development tourism, tactics can be suggested, particulerly teking more time and
going further afield. There are also techniques for rapid rurel eppraisel which
have been and cen be developed as e technology for leerning, lying intermediate
between on the one hend rurel develorment tourism and casuel empiricism, and

on the other very extensive surveys and in-depth social anthropology.ll Again,
e part of the in-service training of experis could be cerrying out rural
research with rural residents in countries in which they are to work. This
would be designed as a learning process for them, with the rural people and the
host government as the donors of the learning. Ancther possibility is using
games and role-playing for gaining insights into what it is like to be the other
perscn, in this case the poor rurel person.

Running through these suggestions is a theme of'reversels. The transfer of
expertise is thought of much of the time &s being in one direction only. It
should, however, be very much-a two-way traffic. But the inequality of power
and status between experts and poor rural people means that a conscious and
deliberate effort hes to be made to achlieve such reversals. One of the most
effective ways of learning from rurael people is'by working with them, as
David Gibbon at the Overseas Developrment Group, University of East Anglia and
Paul Richards at the Department of Social Arthropology, University of London
have both independently found. Working as labourers they have found thet
farmers will volunteer informetion which they as outsiders did.not know how
to ask and which the farmer did not know would be of interest.™™ Such insights
can be significart for understending farming systems and opportunities for its
further development.

Ironically, some of the new knowledge easiest to add tc the centralised modern
network 1s the localised knowledge that rural neople themselves have of their
environments. Little more is needed than going, sitting down, asking, and
listening; and then going on asking open-endedly and listening. Yet this is
what the professional traizing of many of us disables us from doing by con-
ditioning us to look down on indigenous technical knowledge, and to discount its
validity and strength. Toere is potential here, particularly through lin-
guistics and eliciting and understanding the categories and ways of thought of
rural people, both for learning useful information from them, and for enebling
them to control more of the develoovment process. One contribution of attempts
to learn from rural people will be respect for the richness and fine discrim-
ination of their knowledge - of soils, animals, colours, micro-environments, and
so on. The expert does not know what he can learn from rurel people until he
tries. The temptation, then, is not to allow time for trying. And yet the
pay-oif from reversals in learning can be very nigh indeed. If those who were
responsible for plenning the ground:nut scheme had spent one afternoon in the
area which they proposed to cultivate with local farmers, asking them about the
soil and rainfall, they would have learnt that they were heading for disaster.
As i1t was, the experts flew over in an aeroplane, saw a vast aree of uncultivated
bush, and essumed thet 1t was fertile. Perhaps the best experts are those who
recognise the many ways in which rural people themselves are the best experts.
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