Reflective Social Challenge

Reflective Social Challenge
Tony Klouda

June 2006

	Hominem se esse etiam triumphans in illo sublimissimo curru admonetur suggeritur enim ei a tergo “respice post te hominem te memento”.

	Even when someone is riding in a Triumph in that dazzling Chariot, he is admonished by a whisper from behind: ‘Look behind you. Remember you are human.’


Tertullian, writing around 197 A.D., is talking of the practise of keeping in check those who were allowed a ‘Triumph’ – a procession through Rome celebrating a major victory. In the triumphal chariot there was always someone behind the victor reminding him that he was not divine, but human. This is an early example of a process I would like to call Reflective Social Challenge.
There are two aspects to this admonition: the one commonly thought of first is that we should never be carried away by the emotions that sweep us along as we ride surrounded by voices that only bring praise. The second, not often spotted, is that in dealing with situations we should always remember our humanity – that we ourselves are as frail as anyone else, and subject to the same factors that influence all humans. Remembering this improves our chances of being more respected and trusted by others.
This admonition, in both its forms, is important as many organisations seek to place their benevolence in the context of rights, equality and justice, and (often by implication) as such programmes are set up to counter what are thought of as oppressors, misguided, ignorant and exploiters.
There is another reason (apart from the virtue of humility) to use such a memento. This is the often stated goal in development of ‘behaviour change’. This ‘behaviour change’ can refer to:

· adoption of particular practises (agricultural methods, feeding habits, use of services, safer sex);

· stopping ‘harmful practises’ (smoking, genital cutting, people trafficking);

· ways in which people interact with one another (reduction of stigma, increasing access to resources, involvement in decision making).

Since such ‘behaviours’ are so clearly linked to, or part of, social behaviour, such goals are often couched in the language of ‘social change’ (equality, women’s power).
Questions of validity

In both types of case (rights-based or social change-based) there is a particular end behavioural result that is desired by those that introduce the project or programme.
The problem with both approaches is one of validity. How did the end result come to be desired? By whom? For what purpose? For whose purpose? What is the validity of the purpose in seeking such change?
Although these questions are commonplace in the world of politics and culture, the world of the development industry seems to avoid confronting such questions by hiding behind the veil of philanthropy, benevolence and charity. Justification of the use of the language of rights is referred to a supposed ‘universal’ application of agreed rights. Instead of digging at the problems of the validity or usefulness of such ‘universal’ statements, agencies tend to concentrate on implementation of what they are asked to do. There is little stimulus to them to ask such questions. Even raising this issue in public debate has problems because it is held to be self-evident that the end-point is valid, and not only valid but something that is sought by, if not everyone, then at least a good number of people in the society into which the project is pushed. And it is not only that there is no stimulus – there is considerable interest in ensuring that such questions are not asked.
However, it is very important that such questions are asked because if they are not seen as valid by the society in which the projects take place there is little hope of any long-lasting improvement.
This point will be returned to later in the paper when the range of possible questions about the validity  of many current project approaches is analysed in more depth. For the moment, assume that we should at least be raising with the societies we wish to support the question of the validity of our interest in them.

Do ‘participatory’ methods allow us to assess our validity?

‘Participatory’ methods are often cited as useful in establishing trust, ownership and communication in order to achieve success of a project. Can we use the same tools to establish validity of objectives?

In theory, there should be no problem, since it just means that the first stage would be to check whether our own perceptions of a situation are correct, and whether we have anything to offer. We could use the tools to help people challenge us – even to the extent of changing our minds and stopping the project. However the culture associated with PLA has not so far embraced such thinking. The following is a page of the IIED
 website devoted to Participatory Learning and Action
:
	What is Participatory Learning and Action?

Participatory Learning and Action (PLA) is an umbrella term for a wide range of similar approaches and methodologies, including Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA), Rapid Rural Appraisal (RRA), Participatory Learning Methods (PALM), Participatory Action Research (PAR), Farming Systems Research (FSR), Méthod Active de Recherche et de Planification Participative (MARP), and many others. The common theme to all these approaches is the full participation of people in the processes of learning about their needs and opportunities, and in the action required to address them.
Participatory approaches offer a creative approach to investigating issues of concern to poor people, and to planning, implementing, and evaluating development activities. They challenge prevailing biases and preconceptions about people's knowledge. The methods used range from visualisation, to interviewing and group work. The common theme is the promotion of interactive learning, shared knowledge, and flexible, yet structured analysis. These methods have proven valuable in a wide range of sectors and situations, in both North and South. Participatory approaches can also bring together different disciplines, such as agriculture, health and community development, to enable an integrated vision of livelihoods and well-being. They offer opportunities for mobilising local people for joint action.

	Recent shifts in participation

In recent years, there have been a number of shifts in the scope and focus of participation:

· emphasis on sub-national, national and international decision making, not just local decision making

· move from projects to policy processes and institutionalisation

· greater recognition of issues of difference and power 

· emphasis on assessing the quality and understanding the impact of participation, rather than simply promoting participation

Recent issues of Participatory Learning and Action (formerly PLA Notes) have reflected, and will continue to reflect, these developments and shifts. We particularly recognise the importance of analysing and overcoming power differentials which work to exclude the already poor and marginalised.


A key phrase here is “the full participation of people in the processes of learning about their needs and opportunities, and in the action required to address them”. It could of course mean that all people involved in a discussion learn about their needs and opportunities (i.e. including those who start a conversation or who visit a remote society in order to ‘develop’ them) but this is not clarified, and, for most people who read the statement, it probably implies that it is the people who are visited who need to learn about their needs and opportunities – and not those who are visiting them. The suggestion is therefore that the visited do not know about their needs and opportunities already and are not already doing something about them as a result of this supposed ignorance. Note also that ‘people’ is left in the abstract without other categorisation, so there is no way of knowing to which particular individuals this might refer. The only possible suggestion concerning the target comes at the end where it suggests that the ‘people’ are “the already poor and marginalised” – terms that are not very useful as they are vague, emotional and subjective, as well as clearly taking them outside of a number of social contexts.
This is not to say that PLA can’t be applicable to the process of validation. Of course it can. It’s just that in the minds of its practitioners this is not yet really a truly interactive process in which both partners contribute to each other’s understanding of the validity of the desired change and the ways of achieving that change in the societies of one or both of the partners. As a result, the participatory processes that have been developed not only are often very directive towards the solution of particular problems that are perceived by the development set (the need for particular health practises such as oral rehydration, the ‘empowerment’ of various categories of people such as women or truck drivers or children, the reduction of ‘poverty’) but they tend to have the aim of trying to make people’s interactions similar to those imagined as ideal by those who are intervening.
So what are the steps that need to be taken to make the tools used in PLA relevant to the process of validification and to challenge?

Most societies find ways of achieving their balance

As was suggested above, a problem with many projects that seek societal change is their concentration on ‘victims’ with labels such as ‘oppressed’, ‘marginalised’, ‘vulnerable’ or ‘exploited’. Such an interest is entirely natural, but do such labels help? To what extent to they hide complex social realities? Are they even correct? Are there other ways of framing the problem that might help a society locally to change the situations for itself – rather than having an agency declaim the ‘rights’ of the ‘victims’ from a rather different cultural perspective?
The inequalities between people that lead to inequalities in health, in education, in employment, in access to resources and in opportunity clearly result not only from the situation into which one is born, but also from the fact that different people treat others differently. There are many differences between individuals, but one of the most potent differences in terms of health and livelihood is the spectrum between selfishness and selflessness.
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This spectrum of personality and attitude determines and reflects not only the patterns of support (or lack of support) available to people who need it but also the cohesion and sense of trust in a society that are essential for its security and well-being. It is a spectrum that exists whatever the level of poverty, whatever the nature of the group, whatever the social stratum to which people belong.
The phrase used above (“determines and reflects”) should be noted: for, as was pointed out by Rothstein and Uslaner
, there is much circularity in the balance between trust and support. Each society and each group will have its own particular balance – with some groups having more of their members tending towards isolation and selfishness, and some having more of their members tending to compassion and mutual support. In every case, though, the group has developed mechanisms for managing and controlling the tensions that are generated automatically as a result of the differences between people at different ends of the spectrum in the group. There is a huge variety of methods for such management: some groups tend to strictly enforced rules whilst others (mostly when the majority have plentiful resources) tend to applying rules only in extreme cases. These rules are often enshrined in the norms of the group or society.
Although these mechanisms work in different ways in all societies, and although they strongly influence the extent to which individuals receive support (and therefore who do not receive support and who will suffer in terms of health and opportunity), they have not really been the subject of development attention. It is true that there have been many attempts at Civil Society Strengthening, at improved Governance, or Community Competence, but in nearly every case these attempts have used formulae from a different culture – there has been little investigation of the extent to which existing norms and values can relate to difficulties perceived by the outsiders.
One of the reasons for this may be that it is difficult for development practitioners to reflect that while the difficulties of the management of human interaction faced by the society with whom they are in contact are of the same types as those faced by them at home, the types of management necessary might be different. Generally in their own societies social interactions are regulated by the enormously costly state machinery of legislation, the means of enforcing that legislation, and hundreds of thousands of social support organisations. The societies they face, on the other hand, often have very different (and lower cost) mechanisms for achieving the same balances – precisely because their countries are too poor to provide the mechanisms of the more ego-centric richer countries.

It is in this context that the problems relating to interventions aimed at reducing inequalities become apparent.

Practical examples of problems of validity of perception or goal
When looked at by an outsider, differences between people in terms of social status and support can appear totally unfair or unacceptable in terms of the balances achieved in the outsider’s society. A particular person or group may be in poorer health, or have fewer resources, or have fewer opportunities than others in the society or group as a whole. It might well appear that their situation is directly linked to a failure of support by those around them, or even an active exclusion or denial of resources. The people in such a situation may also feel that their plight is unfair: they may be angry and try to use any opportunity to change the balance so that they too have access to the support that they lack.
The key questions though, are:

· Are the really in the situation you perceive?

· If they are, then why they are in that situation?

· What the possibilities are for a society to achieve a method of management of the situation?
There are many practical examples from all fields of development of why these questions can be very tricky to answer, and why the pursuit of apparent justice or fairness may not only be entirely mistaken but which may also rebound on the society in unpredicted ways.

In each of the following examples (and this list still needs a lot of work) there are two types of challenge:

· The challenge to the development organisation and the worker about their own perceptions and practises;

· The challenge to the stakeholders in the society about their own perceptions and practises.

Differences of support

Take the case of a person with AIDS who is being shunned by neighbours. It is all too easy to blame the lack of support on stigmatisation due to fear of disease. However, to find out whether this is truly the case, it would have to be established whether all people who appear to have AIDS are shunned in the same way. What is interesting is that often there are differences between people who have the same apparent condition – it is often found that some are well-supported while others are not. Other papers in this series have looked at why this can occur, but briefly it is often the case that those households that are less supported are often looked at by their neighbours or by their society as having failed in some way in their obligations to the group or community.

· They may be criminal;

· they may have refused to participate in joint work or in social occasions;

· they may have rejected obligations;

· they may have been rude or arrogant;

· they may have been exploitative or selfish;

· they may be self-excluded or disdainful of others, disenchanted, rebellious or resentful;
· there may be a long history associated with their family which sparks resentment;

· they may be outsiders freshly arrived from a group that has been causing harm

The problems with such reasons for exclusion from support are firstly, that the truth of the matter will be multi-layered, with the different parties have entirely different views of the situation, and secondly that such situations do not fit neatly into the categories of rights so frequently used by the development agencies.
In this instance the requirements of the development agency staff are:

1. During the course of their work on a project assess whether all people benefit equally from or are equally interested in the work carried out by the agency. Take particular attention of those who self-exclude and assess the reasons for that. Think of those who might not be able to or are not permitted to access the project or service or initiative.

2. SELF-REFLECTION. Consider carefully similar work or initiatives in their own country or society. Does the same kind of thing happen? Are there inequalities of support or inclusion? Why do these inequalities exist in their own society? Do they themselves act with unfairness or inequality when they deal with others in their own society?

3. Meet with leaders, responsible people, stakeholders, institutions, services of the society or group concerned.

4. State clearly their perceptions that particular individuals seem to be in poorer health/ excluded from support/ lack opportunity more so than others (this would have to be based on some kind of evidence that this is indeed the case).

5. REFLECTION. Ask if others agree with this perception.

6. SOCIAL EXPLORATION OF DIFFERENCE. Ask why the differences might exist. Ask about social differences reflective of personal or individual differences outlined above. Test your hypotheses about exclusion. Is it really due to a general exclusion for a type of people, or is it a set of individual exclusions due to personal characteristics or history? This is tested by finding if people with identical situations (ethnicity, wealth, disease, disability) are treated in the same way or whether there are differences.
7. MEASURE. There needs to be some form of measurement of differences so that all can agree not only that different people are treated in different ways, But also the stakeholders can assess the relative importance, and the population attributable risk of these differences for their society. Problems affecting only small numbers will be treated differently from problems affecting large numbers.
8. CHALLENGE. Whether or not the differences are individual or general, the answers will lead to a general form of challenge. The staff member will introduce their own feelings about similar situations in their own societies and reflect on how these situations are handled by themselves, with openness about the hypocrisies and failures of such actions. This then leads to an exploration of whether the stakeholders wish to improve the situation themselves.

Differences of notions of acceptability
Acceptability is clearly a notion that is tied to specific groups or societies – it just reflects the management of difference that was referred to above and the norms associated with that regulation. However, even though people are well aware of this, it is often very hard for some people to understand that others have very different attitudes to what is acceptable.

Particularly problematic are attitudes to the ways in which sex is used to obtain benefit. Although there are thousands of programmes of education about ‘safer sex’ most of the staff involved in such programmes would probably never dare to test the assumption that for some people (though not for all) sex is really not that much of a bother and is easy to use in such a way. They generally avoid talking to children other than in pejorative terms about the ways in which some might be using sex to get exam marks, or some other benefit, even though they might have heard about such practises as a result of some study or other done in their locality. ‘Participatory’ discourses about sex therefore tend to become normative rather than exploratory of difference – except in the context of research.

It is not just development workers who face this difficulty. Members of the same group or of the same community can equally find it hard to comprehend the different ways in which people use or enjoy sex.

In this particular kind of situation, field workers would need first to think hard about the ways in which they have used sex for particular gain, and then to stimulate discussion in groups about the different ways people have used sex, and the differences of attitude and comfort with such uses. Such discussions can lead to questions of mutual support, exploitation of others and damage limitation.

The challenge to group is thus self-generated by the discussion – it is often seen (as will be discussed later) that such discussions lead to changes in the interactions within the group as well as between the group and outside institutions or others.
Failure to recognise context

One of the most common problems faced by development workers is that of their failure to place their desired end points in any kind of perspective. They are so intent on achieving the objectives of the project, that they will fail to see or even to understand why people are not responding in the ways that are desired, or why their project is not really working. Instead the workers occupy a fantasy world in which everything is running smoothly and they wilfully interpret reactions as favourable to their work.
A very good example of the failure of context is provided by AIDS programmes that tried to work with volunteers to establish home-based care. Despite the fact that the same problems facing households with AIDS are faced by many more households with chronic illnesses or disability, pressure from donors forced many programmes into attempts to focus only on households with illness that might relate to AIDS. The difficulties are further compounded by the fact that very few people ever want to be tested for AIDS, so that work with the households is merely based on presumption. Not surprisingly such programmes are often very much resented by households facing the same kinds of problem but which don’t fit neatly into the categories desired.
It is hard to deal with this kind of programme other than to encourage a widening of criteria for support. However, what is very possible is to use such a programme as a base for challenge to stakeholders about why some households with chronic illness or disability are supported more than others, and whether a fairer method of support can be established (as was discussed in the first example above). This would include helping the health services to change their patterns of support so that they are more focused on long-term illness, and to measure the number of households with such problems – problems which are often strongly associated with poverty because of the amount of support that is required.
Bullying with agendae and statistics
It is inevitable that in order to persuade people of the validity of a cause, statistics and other pieces of evidence are amassed in this service. It is not often that such evidence is presented with both the arguments for as well as the arguments against the interpretations offered by the evidence – or at the very least the evidence whilst true may be presented in such a way as to suggest a bigger impact than is possible.

A recent review of the obstetric outcomes of different degrees of Female Genital Cutting provides a good example of the practise of using particular representations of statistics to try to shock or to back an existing agenda. The headline of one of the newspaper articles discussing this review said “Genital Cutting Raises by 50% Likelihood Mothers or Their Newborns Will Die, Study Finds”. Indeed this was true. However, a careful study of the original article shows a somewhat less startling set of conclusions. First of all, the authors concentrated on reporting the Relative Risk, or Risk Ratio. This is a ratio that is notorious for hiding true population impact, and there have been many calls by epidemiologists that this ratio should not be reported except as secondary to another statistic called the Population Attributable Risk which defines the increased burden on a population of the problem in question. In actual fact what was observed
 was that in relation to the roughly 7% mortality suffered by people without FGC, roughly 9% had suffered infant mortality if they had had FGC – an increase of 2%. The authors did not know why this association might have occurred. Furthermore there was very little change in the other parameters they were observing.
The challenge here is not to stakeholders but to those who wish to persuade others of the validity of their actions. When using statistics, are you really presenting a balanced picture? If you are not, is it really necessary to use such statistics, when what you need to be doing is examining with a group their notions of identity and their reasons for hanging on to their identities in particular ways?
Replications of power, greed and corruption

For those whose motivation is benevolence, it is disheartening to understand that this benevolence may not be replicated amongst those for whom they wish to be benevolent. Again, with reference to the spectrum of selfishness-selflessness that is mentioned above, it is hardly surprising that a very good proportion of any population will be attempting to exploit benevolence for selfish ends. This may mean that people who had little power in a community find new powers that allow them to exploit and ruin the lives of others. This has been remarked on very often in a number of development programmes.
The challenge here is two-fold: to the project implementers and those for whom the project is supposed to be useful. The challenges can be raised in a number of ways at a number of stages – in advance or in reflection of the ways in which the project is abused.
Being clear about your own bias

Naturally, being clear about your own bias is extremely difficult to achieve: yet it is one of the major reasons for miscommunication, faulty analysis and wilful suppression of realities. This applies as much to the development worker in facing a society, as a society in analysing differences of support.
Differing interpretations

Look at the following fairly typical story:

A woman in an African country spends her days in an office in the capital city. Her husband also works. Their families are in the countryside, and they are bringing up 5 children aged between 3 and 13. The woman goes to one of her relatives in the countryside to see if one of her teenage nieces would come to the town to help with the household, for which she would also get a little payment. Her sister is delighted as she has been finding it hard to afford feeding her family. Her husband is equally happy. The daughter is also pleased as she has been finding life very limiting in the village. She wants to meet boys – especially if they have good jobs. Her mother encourages her to have sex with men or boys who look as though they will bring in some money to the family. Every one in the story is happy with the idea as each one sees an opportunity. The problem is that it is well known that a proportion of such girls end up having unprotected sex in the household to which they go (either with one of the other children or with another relative) or with some person who dumps them. If they become pregnant they often are turfed out of the household to fend for themselves in the city. It is at that point that people begin to talk of exploitation. But if the story had gone as planned, the word exploitation would not have been used.

Terms often used in development programmes such as ‘exploitation’, ‘neglect’, ‘abuse’, ‘marginalisation’ or ‘vulnerability’ are often bandied about with little thought in the vague hope that somehow everyone is agreed on their meaning and use. Unfortunately this is far from being the case. These words are highly ambiquous, subjective and emotive.
The challenge here is almost entirely for development agencies and their workers. What do you mean when you use such words? In what situations might they apply? In the society you approach, do people agree with the use you wish for these words? Are there other words that might explain more fully what you think you are talking about?

Changes in groups

A result of this kind of approach that often surprises people is that groups change the ways in which their members interact with each other, and that the groups change in terms of their interactions with others.
A very common finding is that people in a group that is being challenged in this kind of way become more supportive of each other, more trusting, more responsive and more responsible. This includes groups of development workers who are being challenged in this way.
Individual behaviour can change – one good example is of bodaboda drivers (motorcycle riders who carry passengers) in Uganda who, as a result of getting together in groups, reported decreased risk-taking in relation to sex, increased responsibility to their families, better support in the group and improved interactions with authorities.

These changes occur without particular messages for those behaviours or interactions – they occur principally because the focus on them as a group changes their perceptions of themselves and their responsibilities to one another. The fact of having attention paid to them in a trusting and supportive way is the key factor – as has so often been noted in relation to family support mechanisms.
In this way the stimulus afforded by challenge to groups is another way not only of strengthening civil society and increasing community competence – it also increases the web of groups that provide social or other support.

Above all, it allows a society to find its own methods of regulation without being forced to adopt culturally inappropriate models.
Conclusions
1. All these examples show the need for both reflection and challenge when it comes to working with people to achieve social change.

2. The reflection affects the challenger as much as those who are challenged. The ‘challenger’ is in no better or more privileged position for analysis than anyone else (it is this that distinguishes the challenging process from the ‘enlightenment’ process so often followed in PLA).

3. All projects, no matter what their objectives or sector of interest, can serve as platforms for such reflective social challenge – all it requires is a shift in the attitudes and perceptions of those undertaking the projects.

4. This iterative process is not one that can be packaged in the form of simplistic tools or games. It is one that has to be learned through practise under the guidance of people who have learned to question and to challenge in these ways. Those that use such a process themselves gradually change in their attitudes – it being totally insufficient to throw platitudes at them while expecting them to change their attitudes and practises as a result.

5. It is not a process that will suit all people. Some people simply do not have the empathy with others that is required to communicate, or to create the environments in which challenge can be heard and honest replies solicited.
6. The exploration of these types of problem, which every worker should anticipate, inevitably contain inherent challenges and lead to new challenges. In order to develop these skills and attitudes amongst the workers and their supervisors, there needs to be an ongoing form of supervision and support that encourages workers to understand, acknowledge and internalise the need for such an approach. This is not something achieved in a workshop, but can only be developed over many months with reflection on real field experience.

7. Above all, it requires, as for the triumphal Caesars, a constant reminder that we are all human, and that we should not be swayed by the cheers of praise that suggest everything is just fine in the development camp.
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� Tertullian, Apologetica, Chap 33. My translation. I have also added punctuation marks to the Latin original.


� International Institute for Education & Development, an “international policy research institute and non governmental body working for more sustainable and equitable global development”.


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.iied.org/NR/agbioliv/pla_notes/whatispla.html" ��http://www.iied.org/NR/agbioliv/pla_notes/whatispla.html�. The italics in the box are mine.


� Rothstein B. & Uslaner E.M., All for All: Equality and Social Trust, LSE Health and Social Care Discussion Paper Number 15, first published in April 2005 by LSE Health and Social Care. This latter paper was analysed in the paper Poverty as a Spectator Sport, Tony Kouda, � HYPERLINK "http://www.klouda.co.uk" ��http://www.klouda.co.uk�.


� and this observation was hedged with disclaimers in the article about the fact that the confidence intervals were not only very wide and overlapping, and that there were several potential areas for bias which included the fact that all the observations were only made in hospitals – which therefore left out the vast majority of births
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