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Abstract 
Critical evaluation of macroeconomic development projects that characterized the twentieth century has made the 
projects of relatively small-scale autonomous entities the primary form of development activity of the turn of the 
century. In this context, a phenomenon that can be called “the development industry” has emerged. It can be 
defined as a complex of organizations and companies that work for development internationally, basing their 
actions not on their own real income but on subsidies from political or business entities. This study examines the 
“development project” as a specific product of development discourse, considering it in the sphere of organization 
(structure), axiology and language. The author refers to the N. Long’s concept of social actor, J. Scott’s public 
transcript and private script, and especially to L. Wittgenstein’s language games. The analysis is based on empirical 
data collected by the author during several years of research in Cameroon, Mali and Morocco. On this basis the 
author builds two models of development projects based on different philosophies, expressed by the phrase “let’s 
do something” and “give something.” 

 
Introduction 

The changes brought about by modernisation can be accessed from a variety of perspectives. 
From a technocratic perspective, these changes are assumed to be unilinear in nature and considered 
beneficial to the societies affected. Seen from within a broader ideological perspective, the concept 
of modernisation postulates the adoption of political and social systems based on Western cultural 
patterns and models (parliamentarism, structures of civil society, etc). It emphasises the breakdown 
of natural communities, the erosion of collective identity (promoting detribalisation), and the 
formation of individual identity (stimulating competition). As noted by a pioneer of postmodernism, 
Jean-François Lyotard,2 modernisation has come to be seen as an assurance, indicator and measure 
of the relevance of all social activity. Although similar concepts have been criticised 
by anthropologists,3 they have left a lasting impression on the language used by those involved 
in the practice and theory of development. In order to identify the sources of modern development 
practices, one should look at the history of development discourse.    

                                                             
* Professor, Adam Mickiewicz University, Poznań, Poland, e-mail: vorbrich@amu.edu.pl. 
1 This study presents the results of a research project funded by the Polish National Science Centre (NN 109 

055539) titled Passive Beneficiary Versus Local Partner in Development Projects. Conceptualisations and Adaptation 
Strategies in Development Cooperation among Local African Communities. Within the project, field research was 
carried out in Cameroon, Mali, and Morocco between 2011 and 2013. I also made use of experience acquired during my 
work realizing and coordinating the “Show me your world – show me your school” development and educational 
project (Mali, Poland 2008-2009) and the “Water for Sahel” development project (Cameroon 2001–2006). 

2 Jean-François Lyotard, La Condition postmoderne: Rapport sur le savoir, Paris: Éditions de Minuit,1979. 
3 Arturo Escobar, ‘Anthropology and Development Encounter: The Making and Marketing of Development 
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Development discourse versus colonial paternalism 
The rise in Europe of an autonomous realm of culture called “science” was accompanied 

by the emergence of various social typologies. They were practised in a number of ways; either 
in a static system of qualitatively diverse categories, or in a certain sequence of development, 
or as binary, contradictory categories, like: 

- developed – underdeveloped; 
- civilised – uncivilised; 
- enlightened – unenlightened. 

Such simplistic, dichotomic attitudes rooted in the ideology of the Enlightenment have long 
established themselves in stereotypes, and – slightly transformed or disguised by the language 
of political correctness – have survived until today.  

The visions of diversification of the human nature and the identification of their place on the 
development path take a clear shape especially in the scientific discourse of the colonial era. 
As a historical phenomenon, colonialism meant control and political and economic domination  
of one country over another for the purpose of its exploitation. What is often forgotten, however, 
is intellectual dominance. The consequence was the establishment and consolidation 
of asymmetrical economic, social and cultural relations between the metropole and its colonies, 
resulting in a global system of dependence of the periphery on the centre. The dependence involves 
the areas of politics, economy as well as of symbols; through the imposition of what is defined 
as progressive, modern and developed against what is viewed to be backward, traditional and 
undeveloped.  

In time, a system of research propositions and questions has developed in Europe, as well as 
the methods and practice of analysis, description and presentation of the reality of countries outside 
Europe, based on a single approach – in terms of the language used – to colonial relations. It has 
penetrated very different areas, like military strategy, political order, academic research, literature 
and everyday phraseology. This kind of intellectual activity is referred to as “colonial discourse.”4 

The colonial discourse has acquired a specific form in the so-called “Colonial Sciences.” 
Initially, they formed a somewhat nebulous combination of disciplines, in which law was 
of predominant importance, supported by natural sciences, science of man in its broad sense, like 
(tropical) medicine and physical anthropology, soon supplemented with social and cultural 
anthropology. Educational studies had their contribution, too. They provided the legal doctrine 
of colonialism, giving legitimacy and shape to various forms of political domination over 
Dependencies (law), as well as the theoretical and practical knowledge base useful in their 
exploitation. The latter formulated the content of cultural transmission as well as educational 
practices designed to control the minds of the subjected peoples.  

The philosophy of colonialism, expressed through ideologically motivated imperative 
of promoting civilisation, would take the form of paternalism. Although colonial sciences 
differentiated between high-handed paternalism, in which the relations of dominance prevailed, and 
tutelary paternalism, in which the relations of subordination connected with assimilation were 
prevalent, the status of the colonized was inferior in both cases.5 

                                                             
4 Humle Peter, Colonial Encountres. Europe and the Native Caribbean, 1492–1797, London and New York: 

Methuen, 1986, p. 2. 
5 Arthur Girault, Principes de colonisation et de législation coloniale. Les colonies françaises avant et depuis 

1815. Notions historiques, administratives, juridiques, éconrmiques et financières, Paris: Sirey, 1943,  pp.10–12. 
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Ethnocentrism, which is not foreign to non-European peoples, was in European civilisation 
conceptualised in the eighteenth-century philosophy of progress and, subsequently, scientifically 
validated in Hegelian philosophy – rationalistic and dialectic to extreme. In his famed lectures 
(given in the 1820s and published six years after his death) Vorlesungen über die Philosophie der 
Geschichte (1837) Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel exalted countries outside Europe, notably 
Africa, which he defined to be the country of the infancy of civilisation (history).  

The paternalistic attitude is demonstrated in the language of the colonizers. In British Africa, 
male Africans were referred to as boys, so we have houseboys, shambaboys, officeboys, tonboys, 
mineboys. It was not much different in French Africa, where all Africans – whatever their age – 
were addressed by their first names.6 If the colonized were “children,” their “upbringing” was the 
responsibility of the Europeans. The key to development was, therefore, education  understood 
as the transfer of European culture, social facilities and technologies.  

The 1854 British Education Despatch regarded “progress of European knowledge” to be the 
path to economic development of the Indian subcontinent. English education was supposed 
“to teach the indigenous population the notable effects which arise from the use of labour and 
capital” as well as “to stimulate them to follow us in the development of the abounding resources 
of the country.”7 
 
Postcolonial perspective 
     European rule has had a lasting impact on the social tissue of many countries of the world. 
Decolonization, unlike the setting of its respective dates, was a process which was neither short nor 
easy. A question arises here about what postcolonial status really is. The easiest approach would 
be to use the criterion of time; post in this context means after. As pointed out by an Indian female 
researcher Ania Loomba, it might seem that as the colonial era is over and the descendants 
of formerly colonized peoples are living all over the world, the whole world is in fact postcolonial. 
Such an approach is, to a certain extent, acceptable. The major propositions of the colonial 
discourse have been challenged and criticised.8 The prefix post however, also means succession – 
in at least three senses of the word. Not only time-related, meaning that comes after colonialism, but 
also related to political structures as well as ideologically-based programmes, i.e., succeeding 
colonialism. But what has actually succeeded the colonial ideology and colonial structures? 

Structurally speaking, two new types of entities have emerged. Type one is international 
organisations as well as NGOs operating internationally (globally). They institutionalise political, 
economic and cultural relations between countries of the “affluent” North (largely, former colonial 
powers) on the one hand, and of the “destitute” South (almost exclusively former colonies). 
A flagship organisation of the type is DAC/OECD – the Development Assistance Committee 
affiliated with the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development. Among its 
responsibilities is the drafting of the list of “developing nations”, which are eligible to obtain 
Official Development Assistance – ODA.   

                                                             
6 Mahmood Mamdani, Citizen and Subject: Contemporary Africa and the Legacy of Late Colonialism, New 

Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1996, p. 4. 
7 Michael Adas, Machines as the Measure of Men : Science, Technology, and Ideologies of Western Dominance, 

New York: Cornell Univ Press, 1989, p. 284. 
8 See: Ania Loomba, Colonialism – Postcolonialism, London: Routledge, 1998. 
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The other group of entities is the so-called development industry, constituted by a group 
of organisations and enterprises working for international-scale development. Their operations are 
funded not by their actual revenues, but by grants and subsidies from political or business entities. 
In this way, the development industry is a link – professionalized to a lesser of greater extent – 
in the global distribution system of knowledge and wealth.  

In political terms, postcolonial approach has taken the form of Partnership. This form has 
been recognised in international documents as the central aspect of the development strategy for the 
21st century. The declaration of the OECD Development Assistance Committee says inter alia: 
“Acceptance of the partnership model /…/ is one of the most positive changes /…/ for  development 
co-operation /…/ development co-operation does not try to do things for developing countries and 
their people, but with them.” And a little further down the document, “Paternalistic approaches have 
no place in this framework. In a true partnership, local actors should progressively take the lead 
while external partners back their efforts to assume greater responsibility for their own 
development.”9 

The partnership formula ushers us into the ideological dimension of the postcolonial 
perspective. What receives major prominence in this context is the so-called postcolonial discourse. 
In its narrow sense, the discourse focuses on critical appreciation of the literature created in the 
countries which used to be or still are colonies, literature written by inhabitants of either the 
colonising state or of the former colonies. In its broader sense it means overwhelming criticism 
of the colonial heritage and of the present-day asymmetric relations between the former 
dependencies and their metropole. 

Postcolonial agenda is also expressed by slogans and programmes aimed at the 
empowerment of the populations of former colonies within development activities, i.e., activities 
which by means of specific social and economic change are expected to eliminate or narrow 
the disparities between former colonies and their former metropoles.  

In this way, the postcolonial perspective diffuses into the world of science. The scientific 
discourse dealing with the relations between the developed and the developing nations has, 
in  recent years, seen these relations approached in a new way. The “new ecology,” “new 
economics,” “new anthropology” have changed the development paradigm by including the 
viewpoint of the indigenous population in their analysis.  

The new economics makes efforts to free itself from the paradigm of unilinear economic 
development which imposes the western, neoliberal model. Postcolonial perspective in the new 
anthropology is seen in the paradigm of dialogue, whereby there is a departure from the division 
of the cognitive process (typical of the former, colonial anthropology) into two stages; field work 
and documentation (during which the researcher interviews the native) and study work and analysis 
(during which the examined culture is interpreted – also through an interpretation of the interviews). 
In the dialogue paradigm, parity and symmetry are assumed between the anthropologist and the 
native, the interviewer and the interviewed as well as getting as close as possible to the point 
of view of the person under examination.10  The “new ecology,” on the other hand, postulates that 
the nature conservation paradigm should be changed from biocentric to anthropocentric, which 
is designed to take account of the local indigenous perspective – cultural patterns and economic 

                                                             
9 Shaping the 21st Century: The Contribution of Development Cooperation, Paris: OECD, 1996, p. 13. 
10 See: James Clifford, The Predicament of Culture. Twentieth-Century Ethnography, Literature, and Art, 

Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1988. 
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interests of the people living in or near the nature reserves. The most advanced, both 
in methodological and in practical terms, is the doctrine known as Community-based Conservation, 
which is about the empowerment of traditional communities in the field of nature conservation. 
In the literature of the subject, it is defined as “principles and practices based on the premise that 
conservation objectives should be achieved through strategies which underscore the role of local 
residents in making the decisions about natural resources.”11 In this way the concept becomes 
an antitype of the previously prevailing concept known as fortress conservation.12  

The culmination of the new approach to development interpreted in this way is the 
interdisciplinary development studies distant relatives of colonial sciences.13 

 
Neocolonial perspective     

Like the idea of biological Darwinism, when copied to social sciences in the form 
of evolutionist theories, granted legitimacy to colonial domination which was supposed to result 
in the development of the countries in need of backward guardianship, the present-day idea 
of development legitimises axiological, cultural and economic supremacy of the “developed” over 
the “developing” nations.14 What has only taken place is the de-construction and reconstruction 
of the Enlightenment-rooted idea of progress.  

The evolutionist paradigm of development continues to be extremely influential despite 
making no reference to biological categories. As pointed out by Artur Escobar (1991) the points 
of reference for the promoters of development are culture, technology and economics rather than 
biology or developmental psychology.15  

Political correctness has made a certain substitution of notions, but has not eliminated 
patronising attitudes. The “affluent” North imposing its models is like the colonial metropolis, 
while the “poverty-stricken” South, subjected to the pressure of the development imperative, is like 
the former colonies. In this setup, “the savage” or “the primitive” of the  nineteenth century and 
even “the natives” of the twentieth century have been replaced by “the poor,” “the locals” – 
“beneficiaries” of development aid provided by “the globals” from “donor” nations. The change 
in the discourse here is from replacing the term “primitive” with “traditional,” and “civilised” with 
“progressive.” 

Some neocolonial undertones can be detected in this old-new setup of the centre versus 
the periphery and the modern variant of the paradigm of promoting civilisation. What is right 
and appropriate is decided by one party only.  

                                                             
11 William (Bill) Adams and David Humle, ‘If Community Conservation is the Answer, What is the Question?’, 

Oryx, Vol. 35, No. 3, 2001, p. 13. 
12 Brian Jones and Marshall Murphree , Management as a Conservation Mechanism: Lesson and Directions, 

in Parks in Transition. Biodiversity, Rural Development and the Bottom Line, Brian Child (ed.), Berkeley: Cardiff 
Clyvedon Press Ltd, 2004, p. 63; Ryszard Vorbrich, Plemienna i postplemienna Afryka. Koncepcje i postaci    
wspólnoty w dawnej i współczesnej Afryce, Poznań: Wydawnictwo Naukowe UAM, 2012, p. 380. 

13 See: Christophe Bonneuil, Development as Experiment: Science and State Building in Late Colonial and 
Postcolonial Africa, 1930–1970, Osiris, 2nd Series, Vol. 15, Nature and Empire: Science and the Colonial Enterprise, 
2000, pp. 258–281; Frederick Cooper, ‘Development, Modernization, and the Social Sciences in the Era 
of Decolonization: The Examples of British and French Africa’, Revue d’Histoire des Sciences Humaines, Vol. 10, 
2004, pp. 9–38. 

14 Crewe and  Harrisom , Whose Development?..., p.28.     
15 See: Escobar, Anthropology and development... 
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In the context of the ongoing globalization and its awareness, “development” has become 
the raison d’être of numerous entities – educational and governmental institutions as well 
as institutions of the so-called civil society, which work for development or, in fact, exist 
for development.  

As Linda Polman plainly put it in her War Games: The Story of Aid and War in Modern 
Times, for many individuals and organisations work for development has become a way of life.16 
Linda Polman’s book, however, identifies another important aspect. In the context of the “global 
village,” development has come to be associated with international aid, thus being deprived of its 
autonomous, intrinsic nature and becoming a subject of international relations. National 
governments, international organisations and NGOs conduct their own “development policies,” 
in which their respective vested interests are confronted. The set of institutions formed in this way 
develops its own axiology, the language to express it and the practices applied. The phenomena will 
be discussed further in this paper.  
     
Development projects – anthropological perspective 

As a category, development can be defined from an anthropological perspective as a set 
of social processes resulting from the efforts of institutions or individual social actors (usually 
outsiders) to transform the social environment with the aim of activating a given community 
through the transfer of knowledge, technology and associated resources. 

Due to the characteristically critical assessment of the macro-scale development projects 
carried out during the twentieth century, in the early twenty-first century, small-scale projects, 
carried out by relatively small and autonomous enterprises with limited material and human 
resources have become the dominant form of development activity. These changes have been tied 
to major reconfigurations in social structures and post-colonial states, as well as the decentralisation 
and multiplication of channels for financing development activities.  

Usually,  in the framework of a development project, two types of entities face each other: 
development operators – the developers (fr. développérs) – and their beneficiaries – the 
“developed” (fr. développées). They come from two different worlds characterised by different 
organisational and ideological systems and unequal access to knowledge and capital. Within 
the global order, the worldview of the former is largely shaped by the metanarrative 
of modernisation. The identity of the latter has been formed to a large extent by the experience 
of colonial oppression. They are linked by the experience of cooperative action in support 
of development within the development industry. 

 
Three spheres of development project 

From a practical perspective, a key category here is the development project. We understand 
this term to mean a structured sequence of actions aimed at transforming the socio-economic 
environment, usually carried out collaboratively utilising a finite pool of resources, and limited 
to a finite period of time with a specified beginning and end. 

Within the development industry, and on a practical level, within particular development 
projects, entities differing in terms of their historical experiences, and sometimes differing radically 
in terms of culture, often work alongside one another. In order for the development industry 
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to function relatively smoothly, there must exist three types of common space: axiological, 
communicative and organisational. 

The development project is a specific product of development discourse; in a sense, it is 
a reflection of meta-narratives of modernisation, a micro-system that reveals the essence of the 
“development industry.” Building on the thought of Jean-Pierre Olivier de Sardan, this can be seen 
in the spheres of organisation (structures), axiology and language. These three spheres intertwine, 
creating a space for dialogue and cooperation. 

The first sphere, the project-as-organisation, is comprised of its staff, offices, logistics and 
funding streams.17 The second sphere constitutes the collection of concepts, ideas, myths and 
procedures that define “real development.” Defining “the essence of development” plays 
an important role in evaluating a project, assessing its permanence and gauging the potential for its 
reproduction and expansion. 

The third sphere, the project’s language, which verbally expresses the idea of development 
and its operational aspects, is the foundation of the identity of the professional staff working 
on each project (and the development industry as a whole), confirming its competence and 
legitimising its social position. The language used by stakeholders within the development industry 
defines the intentions of donors, operators and beneficiaries involved in development projects. 
As an instrument for defining the objectives and assessing the effects of projects, it plays a key role 
in sustaining their funding streams, and thus, in providing a means of support and maintaining the 
prestige of those who earn their living from development. 

 
The limits of my language mean the limits of my world 

Project language has assumed crucial significance, alongside the spread of the concept 
of partnership as the basic formula for implementing development projects, especially on the 
international level. The project language is essentially a unified (standardised) means 
of communication used by the partners involved in its implementation. A key role here is played 
by certain abstract notions used to express assurances of the sensibleness of social action in the 
service of modernisation, including keywords such as “project,” “development,” “progress,” “goal,” 
“plan,” “property,” “necessary,” “support,” “benefit,” “community,” “emancipation,” “right to,” 
“evaluation,” etc. The partners use these keywords to engage in dialogue and negotiate the content, 
form and scope of a development project.  
  Ludwig Wittgenstein’s famous proposition quoted above: The limits of my language mean 
the limits of my world (Proposition 5.6. Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus) contains a specific 
reference to the language used in development industry. The language, or rather “jargon” 
of development ideology and praxis, is not a perspective to determine the semantic scope 
of individual terms, but rather to shape the identity of entities using it. This property is better 
reflected by original German wording used by L. Wittgenstein: Die Grenzen meiner Sprache 
bedeuten die Grenzen meiner Welt. The expression bedeuten can be translated not only 
as “to mean” but also as “to denote” – “denote the limits of my world,” thus the scope 
of denotation (a set of designata) appropriate for individual participants of a given development 
project.18 

                                                             
17 Olivier de Sardan, Anthropologie et développement..., p. 7. 
18 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trubner & CO. LTD, 

1922, pp. 5, 6. 
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By means of such an internationally quasi-formalised (and even standardised) “design 
language,” the entities implementing a project determine (recognise) their positions, objectives and 
roles in a given joint venture. The partners in this dialogue are usually persons embodying different 
cultural norms and linguistic contexts. The process of translating these “key words” must therefore 
refer not only to purely linguistically methods, but also incorporate an anthropological and cultural 
perspective. 

For lack of space, I will cite just two examples of the creative adaptation (translation) 
of such keywords. My research in several African countries has demonstrated that their citizens 
conceptualise “development” in terms of movement, which manifests itself in creative play with the 
roots of the European terms development/développement. For example, for my Malian (Dogons) 
informants, “development” is giru yam – literally “to move forward.” It is used for “new and 
modern things” (kise kana), and is associated with new homes (structures made of evenly-cut 
stone), new technologies (laptops), means of communication (televisions and mobile phones), and 
transport (cars and motorcycles). These “modern things” are opposed to “old things” (kise pey), 
which, although they are native (“ours”), have less practical value. 

On the other hand, for the Daba in Cameroon, the concept of “development” is expressed 
by the local term bu nya, which literally means “to be” (nya) “in return” (bu), or, more precisely, 
“to change direction” (Bu nev means to change religions, convert). “Development” is associated 
with “modernity” and “the future.” In the context of development (education, infrastructure, etc), 
Daba uses the expression va gibik gibik, which can be translated as “to free oneself from 
backwardness” (Va means “to go,” “to move,” and gibik means “before” – in relation to time, while 
gibik gibik means “late”) or va ka – “to do something for the future.” The residents of Mandama, 
a Daba settlement where my research was focused, proudly showed me during each of my 
subsequent visits new elements of the village’s cultural landscape, pointing out “modern things” 
(yewen ken – Yewen – “new,” “modern,” ken – “thing”). 

Here there arises the question of the sources of this modernity. Depending on the local 
context, this can be seen either in the state or in the “white world.” For example, the residents 
of Mandama locate the sphere of wealth and knowledge, the mainspring of development, in the 
institutions of the state, which are dominated by clientelistic systems. Access to funds earmarked 
for development projects is determined by one’s place within a system based on kinship-related 
structures. This perspective is well illustrated by a popular saying: “Our son has been called to the 
table, so we will no longer be hungry.” 

In Dogon language development discourse, which reflects a significant European presence 
associated with the region’s attractiveness to tourists, development impulses are closely associated 
with the tubab, as whites here are called. When whites are encountered, whether they are 
development operators or tourists, they are subjected to sophisticated methods of manipulation, the 
goal of which is to persuade them to help finance one of a number of local development projects, 
ranging from the purchase of technical equipment or the construction of a water intake, to the 
furnishing of a school. 

Meanwhile, a term that is crucial for determining the scope (spatial and social) of a specific 
project – “community” – can be translated and conceptualised in various ways. The Dogon in this 
context use the phrase baginne (ba-ginna). However, the term as used here is ambiguous. It can be 
understood as “patrimony,” “home,” “my father’s village” and “local homeland.” The Daba 
conceptualise this term in a similar manner, combining the concept of community with the African 
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paradigm of kinship. For them the “community” is Səban da – “my relatives,” “my race,” while 
from a spatial perspective, it is lay Səban – “the place (area of) a tribe.” Thus, when an African says 
“let’s do something for the community” he usually has in mind not so much a given abstract group 
(a form of association) or an agglomeration or territorial unit measurable in physical space, but 
rather a group of people close to him in social space, that is, persons related to him, and to whom he 
is bound by specific demands for solidarity. Different ways of understanding the basic terms used 
in the project language translates into the application of different criteria for its evaluation by the 
various entities involved in it.  

More than twenty years ago, Norman Long, one of the founders of agency theory and the 
concept of the social actor in the sociology of development, noted that all societies possess (work 
out) their own particular repertoire of lifestyles and rationality, which they use in their search for 
purpose and meaning. Within such a context, the development project can be seen as a field 
of confrontation between different affirmations, beliefs and expectations.19 

 
Chain of presence in the project 

Therefore, a shared set of general terms (mechanically borrowed or creatively translated, 
i.e., adapted) can mask substantive differences in meaning based on differences in worldviews, 
and on culturally and historically embedded etymologies and meanings. This phenomenon of varied 
and free “readings” of the keywords used in the project language occurs not only in the model 
version of a dialogue between two categories of partners, the initiators of development projects and 
the beneficiaries of these projects, but also within a rather extensive and structurally related system, 
which following Olivier de Sardan can be called the “chain of presence” in the project.20 

According to agency theory, individuals – who are the links in the chain of presence 
in a project – will have different visions of their place in the project’s structure, the functioning 
of its actors and institutions (locally or globally), and the scope of authority delegated.21 

  A very important consideration here is the fact that the “project-as-organisation,” the main 
tissue from which the development industry is formed, is hierarchical in structure and composed 
of entities (including individuals) with varying objectives, motives for action, and processes for 
decision-making. In very simple terms, we can say that standing atop this complicated structure 
is the “donor” (the decision makers who define the strategic objectives of a development project), 
while at the bottom we find the beneficiaries of the project. Between these two diametrically-
opposed categories, there exists a whole range of entities – from NGOs (with their own internal 
structure) gravitating toward the “developers” (développérs), to local communities, local 
administrative structures and non-governmental organisations (also with their own internal 
structure) associated more closely with the “developed” (développées). Operating at the centre 
of this system are so-called “intermediaries” (agents) of development, which can be divided into 
                                                             

19 Norman Long and Ann Long, Battlefields of Knowledge. The Interlocking of Theory and Practice in Social 
Research and Development, London: Routledge, 1992. 

20 Olivier de Sardan, Anthropologie et développement..., p. 222. 
21 Ryszard Vorbrich,  ‘Dyskurs rozwojowy – między perspektywą kolonialną neokolonialną’, in Antropologia 

stosowana, Maciej Ząbek (ed.), Warszawa: Instytut Etnologii i Antropologii Kulturowej UW,  Międzynarodowe 
Centrum Dialogu Międzykulturowego i Międzyreligijnego UKSW, 2013, pp. 239–256; Ryszard Vorbrich, ‘’Sorghum 
Wealth’ versus ‘Money Wealth’, or the Hybrid Nature of Post-tribal Economies’, Hemispheres. Studies on Cultures and 
Societies, Vol. 28, 2013, pp. 5–14; Ryszard Vorbrich, ‘Wspólnota krwi a wspólny celu, czyli  Gemeinschaft 
i Gesellschaft w kontekście afrykańskim’, in Ex Africa semper aliquid novi, Jacek Łapott and Marta Tobota (eds), 
Vol.2, Żory: Muzeum Miejskie, Polskie Towarzystwo Afrykanistyczne, 2012, pp. 257–271. 



68                                                                                                                                                                                                              Ryszard Vorbrich 
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

several distinct categories, ranging from local government politicians and officials, local personnel 
resources (teachers, doctors), missionaries and peasant leaders.22 References to the quasi-formalised 
project language used by the institutions and individuals that comprise this “chain of presence” 
often conceal completely different worldviews, attitudes, designations, motivations and true 
objectives. Among those that vary in terms of physical space and social attitudes, we can 
distinguish two basic models. 

 
“Let’s do something” versus “give us something” 

  Their essence is reflected in two phrases often found in development dialogue: “let’s do 
something” and to “give us something.” The use of these phrases also reflects two different 
conceptualisations of development projects, which are characteristic of the two categories of entities 
that make up the development industry. On one side is a group of entities with a global reach, which 
can be defined as development operators (“developers”). The members of this category comprise 
a diverse group in terms of competences and social roles, and include the bureaucrats running 
NGOs, cosmopolitan experts, researchers, technicians, project managers and field agents, all 
of whom “make a living from the development of others,” and whose job is to mobilise the local 
population (the project beneficiaries), administer funds, and monitor the effectiveness of their use. 

On the other side of the development dialogue are the entities (and individuals) to which 
the development projects are addressed. These groups are linked to the project in different ways. 
They include both entities (persons) which directly or indirectly benefit materially from the 
development project, or from the knowledge acquired during it, or who advance (improve) their 
social position by means of a given project. The term “project” occurs in African languages 
(in Daba and Dogon: prože – from the French: projet) as a keyword with almost magical properties, 
serving as an “open sesame” that provides access to the global community and the abundance 
of goods and unprecedented opportunities associated with it. It becomes a kind of incantation in the 
mouths of local elites, intended to incline representatives of the global village conform to their will. 
Today, an African seeking a sponsor for some undertaking will not say “we want to build (create, 
carry out),” but will use the expression “we have a project aimed at…”. The use, often exaggerated, 
of the word, which is of key importance for development industry, is a good example of a language 
game used for manipulating a potential partner. Representatives of both model groups use the 
formalised project language to express their own vision of the world, but also to conceal – though 
not always consciously – their respective motivations and priorities. It should be noted that these 
two model groups cannot be characterised as distinct, mutual exclusive alternatives. Depending 
on the context, they can assume characteristics and attitudes qualifying them as belonging to either 
category or to both simultaneously. Such a labial situation most often occurs in relation to agents 
(intermediaries) of development, but can also affect other links in the “chain of presence.” 
 
Attitudes and behaviour and language games 

     If we assume that conceptualisations are meant to clarify abstract concepts, allowing them 
to become explicit, unequivocal tools for communication, we need to bear in mind the fact that 
in the context of relations between people from different cultures, the conceptualisation process can 
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be highly complex – far removed from the creation of an “ideal language” devoid of troubling 
ambiguities. We should also be aware that conceptualisations are expressed not only through 
language – as words – but also through body language and the “language of attitudes,” that is, 
as externalised tendencies to engage in specific actions as a means of satisfying needs and 
in response to social expectations. This is how the category of “attitude” was understood 
by classical researchers of human attitudes toward changing cultural contexts.23 

Two good examples of the differing attitudes commonly found within the development 
industry are the phrases “let’s do something” and “give us something.” These phrases are, in fact, 
instruments of a language game. They can be subjected to analysis from an anthropological 
perspective based on a cognitive method for describing the expressive properties of colloquial 
language by identifying within in it simplified models of various linguistic practices.  
     Ludwig Wittgenstein introduced the concept of “language games” in the mid  twentieth 
century, assuming that using a language is an integral part of behaviour. In this way he challenged 
a theory of language as a calculus. He argued that unlike a calculus (operations on symbols), 
a language is strongly related to human activities, and words have specific meanings in a given 
context through the possibility of being used for specific purposes. L. Wittgenstein expressed 
it concisely: “I shall also call the whole, consisting of language and the actions into which it is 
woven, the “language-game.”24 

Just as the identification of the scope of sets of designated key words of a language used 
in development industry (such as the previously mentioned “project,” “development,” “goal,” 
“plan,” “needs,” etc) is a requirement for relatively good verbal communication, appropriate 
interpretation of human actions (in other words, precise decryption of a hidden sense) constitutes 
a significant element of non-verbal communication.  

Formally speaking, various entities occurring in “the chain of presence in the project” 
participate in the same actions. However, although their individual actions are convergent in certain 
aspects, they may aim at somewhat differently defined goals. The differences derive from diverse 
attitudes resulting from various cultural forms and life experience. So, using Wittgenstein’s 
language, they result from uniquely interwoven words, behaviours and attitudes. In this way, 
the meaning of expressions can be revealed only through the examination of the context in which 
they were used. 

 
Two scenarios for development project 

The attitudes concealed within (or, rather, revealed by) these two phrases (“let’s 
do something” and “give us something”) correspond to two different levels of the scenario for 
a development project. James Scott describes these as the “public transcript” and the “hidden 
transcript.”25 The public transcript can be defined as expressing the interpretations and resulting 
actions of the dominant parties and groups in a project’s chain presence. These are largely the 
project initiators and groups who “live off of development.” We can include here: ideologues, 
policymakers, agents (intermediaries) of development, the employees (including volunteers) 
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of development institutions and field contractors (hired specialists in various field: engineers, 
educators, physicians, etc).     

For them a development project constitutes a means of realising ambitions (which may 
be rooted in altruistic motives) and legitimising their social position, and is often primarily a form 
of professional activity. In the public transcript, relationships of dominance may be expressed 
by means of access to material and knowledge resources, as well as ties to power factors (local 
or state) at the disposal of those who appeal to them. For individuals in this category, a development 
project is primarily a “way of life.” From their perspective, what they offer to the project 
is primarily their own persons, and their “good will,” time, competence and social capital (their 
network of global or local ties). Consequently, the development narrative from their side is best 
expressed by the phrase: “let’s do something.” 
     The basic form of aid offered by development projects is the so-called “technological 
package.” This concept encompasses a package of material goods and knowledge resources (ideas) 
combined in varying proportions. From the perspective of the theory of modernisation, both 
components of a technological package are equally important and reinforce the effectiveness of the 
project on the basis of synergies. 

From the perspective of development operators (“developers”), a technological package 
heavily dominated by knowledge resources is more beneficial for several reasons. Firstly, as a rule, 
sharing knowledge resources is less cost-intensive than investments in areas such as infrastructure. 
Secondly, it allows entities associated with development operators to make better and fuller use 
of their human capital. Thirdly, these personnel expenses translate primarily into salaries 
for development operators (and other intangible assets, such as a “desire for adventure,” acquiring 
interesting professional experience, improving one’s social status, etc). Of no less importance, 
though as a rule less consciously considered and even more rarely articulated, is the fact that the 
greater the proportional share of knowledge resources (and of the ideological and cultural 
components contained within), the greater the dominance of the initiators of the project over its 
beneficiaries. Significantly, in his description of the “public scenario,” James Scott refers to the 
category of “ideological hegemony,” which is seen in the relations between a manager and workers 
in a factory or between a slave and his master.26 

It is not surprising, therefore, that the initiators of development projects are inclined first and 
foremost to offer to provide their partners (representing beneficiaries) with knowledge resources, 
such as various types of training in areas like agricultural technology, hygiene, health care, 
education, social policy (e.g. promoting the emancipation of women) and economics (e.g. the 
concept of microcredits). 

The addressees of a project (the “developed”) tend to hold a different view. They usually 
belong to a world of scarcity, and by nature place emphasis on the material component of the 
technological package offered within a project. They find themselves trapped in a situation 
of asymmetry, that is, in a disadvantageous place within the system of access to sources of wealth 
and prestige resulting from the initial allocation of development funds. In such an asymmetrical 
system, there is little room for dialogue between the sides. Such a situation illustrates the conditions 
placed on the potential beneficiaries by the Polish representatives of a Polish foundation building 
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a well in Africa: “we will build a well in your village, but first, help us organise trainings aimed 
at promoting the emancipation of women.” 
       They are aware of the material and technological dominance of the project initiators. During 
research among the Dogons (in Mali) I several times came across the opinion: Les blancs qui ont la 
connaissance des choses (“whites possess a familiarity with things”). An even greater sense 
of deficiency and “underdevelopment” is awakened in them by shortages of material equipment, 
vividly manifested in a comparison between the catalogue of goods coming from the world 
of prosperity. The reaction to this state of affairs is precisely the attitude expressed in the phrase 
“give something.” 
 
Different perspective of rationality 

It is therefore not surprising that the addressees of development projects prefer 
the associated flow of material goods over the “light of knowledge” (often associated with 
a worldview and cultural norms alien to them) considering them to be more ideologically neutral. 
Among the dozen or so entities from Cameroon, Mali, and Morocco (local associations with a pro-
development profile, educational and health institutions, and local government offices) I surveyed 
on the types of needs and scope of activity development projects could potentially address, in every 
case indicated as a priority (in some cases, exclusively) needs related to the supply of material 
goods. These assumed a variety of forms, from requests for the building of a new classroom 
in a local school and help in the construction of a mechanised irrigation system, to providing 
mosquito nets, computers, office and school supplies, and even... purchasing a motorcycle for the 
school headmaster. Elements of potential educationally related (training) development projects were 
considered to be of much lower priority or even marginal (in response to proposals submitted 
by a potential European partner). In one isolated district in the Moroccan High Atlases, a potential 
partner from Poland offered to conduct first aid training in several communities. Its proposals were 
met with only mild interest. During negotiations, in every case, the communities focused their 
requests instead on funding for the development of the local infrastructure. 

It should be emphasised that such a conceptualisation of development projects among their 
potential beneficiaries reflects rationality from their perspective. It separates out from a model 
technological package those components that are easily accessible and whose effects are known 
from previous observations. The effects that the “training” components of such a package can bring 
are usually abstract, uncertain, and deferred in time. Even the request for a motorcycle for a village 
schoolmaster in Mali, which at first glance would seem a misuse of funds, had a profoundly 
practical justification. The headmaster spent a significant amount of time commuting to a distant 
city, to which he was often required to travel for work-related reasons. Access to even such a basic 
means of transport (in a region devoid of public transport) allowed the headmaster to devote more 
time to educational and administrative activities in the school he ran. 

At this point, let us return to the issue of the so-called “hidden scenario” of a project. Scott 
stresses that it creates a version of events suited to the subordinated groups, and thus, in most cases, 
to those associated with the project beneficiaries, as well as among some employees of the 
development institutions who do not share the vision of the organisation under whose aegis they are 
operating. In the hidden scenario, behaviours that go beyond what is routine, or activities not 
included in the assumptions of the public scenario or are considered marginal within it, assume 
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greater importance.27 The hidden scenario includes the attitudes of those who comprise 
the individual links in the project’s chain of presence. In simple terms, this comes down to their 
using the project for personal gain. For a significant group of development operators from “donor” 
countries these are equated with – as I have mentioned – tangible and intangible benefits (the ability 
to dominate, the fulfilment of romantic dreams, acquiring higher social status, exotic travel, access 
to free equipment, etc). For many activists working in development organisations from beneficiary 
countries (the leaders of local associations and institutions), depending on their standing and place 
in the chain of presence), such benefits include the enhancement and legitimisation of their social 
position (e.g. as village chiefs, mayors or school headmasters), access to project-related “gadgets” 
(promotional items, such as small electronic devices or items of clothing), and, in particular, 
the opportunity to travel to a European country (or the U.S.). 

 
The principle of selectivity and evaluation of projects 

The issue of rationality and the hidden script is directly tied to a known good 
in the anthropology of development: the “principle of selectivity.” It is rare for the entire scope 
of a project and all the topics proposed by its authors from “donor” countries to be accepted in their 
entirely by the “target audience.” This usually takes the form of selective approval and sometimes 
even demands for a significant scaling back during various stages of a project’s implementation. 
The average beneficiary of development projects is not a passive recipient of them. On the contrary, 
considerable creativity is manifested in this area. One of the most important forms of creativity seen 
among the potential beneficiaries of development projects is the adoption of new social roles and 
the creation of new institutions compatible with the needs of the development industry and 
Western-style civic structures (local development associations), capable of absorbing the stream 
of Western development aid. I have discussed this issue in several studies.28 Another form of this 
creativity is for the addressees to actively select and assimilate those elements of the project that fit 
their needs and worldview, and to reject or marginalise others. The principle summarised in the 
slogan “give something” is thus nothing less than a creative, selective conceptualisation 
of a development project, and its appropriation by the nominally weaker partner. 

The existence of two models for conceptualizing development projects is not neutral in its 
effect on their effectiveness and the suitability of the different methods and criteria applied in their 
evaluation. As my research revealed, the gap between the conceptualisation of a project by the 
initiators who authored it and the addressees who carried it out leads to unforeseen results. The fact 
that the beneficiaries, motivated by their worldview and guided by self-interest, selectively adapt 
particular components of the project, gives rise to the so-called “secondary effects” not anticipated 
in the public scenario. In this way, as I have observed in all the foreign countries I investigated, 
offers of foreign development aid (or aid controlled by the central authorities of the countries 
involved) generated the massive expansion, or even emergence, of civil society structures, and the 
phenomenon of an often fierce competition between communities for access to the stream of goods 
and services offered by the “world of prosperity.” 

In Mali, it occurred that in places where I was conducting fieldwork, after a few days new 
development associations were set up (ad hoc), whose representatives reported to me, considering 
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me as a potential sponsor. In the same country, the members of the board of an association 
of female gardeners competed with one another for a chance to travel to Europe. The President 
of the association even suggested that I should invite her to Poland because the treasurer of the 
association “had already been to France,” meeting with sponsors who were financing 
the development of vegetable farming. In Cameroon, the chiefs of neighbouring villages, having 
observed my interest in development issues, turned to me for help in resolving a dispute over access 
to external sources of financing for development projects. On the other hand, in Morocco, one 
evening a delegation of local residents travelled to my lodgings in secret, informing me 
confidentially that the head of the local district had allowed me to contact only those local 
development associations that operate in the villages where he has political support. 

Formulating a project’s objectives and evaluating the degree to which it has been achieved, 
as has been indicated above, are closely related to how the project is conceptualised. The physical, 
economic and symbolic results of projects are often subject to tensions, manipulation and rivalries. 
Different understandings of the project objectives therefore often translate into differing criteria 
for assessing its effects. Differences in cultural values and evaluative perspectives among 
the partners involved influence the evaluation criteria in a very noticeable manner. Partners highly 
placed within the hierarchically structured development industry (donors, policy makers, project 
managers) and the professional evaluators employed by them inherently prefer quantitative 
evaluation. Data is fetishised for being comparable and useful in reports and the evaluation 
of effectiveness globally. 

Every individual leading a development project that makes use of public (state, ministerial) 
funding sources, and often even those funded privately, has encountered such a fetishisation 
of numbers. The official forms for reports on projects funded by the Polish Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs place strong emphasis on precisely determining (and documenting) the number 
of beneficiaries (both direct and indirect) of each, individual activity. The “private” sponsors 
of a well construction project in Africa that I coordinated, before declaring a specific sum, 
demanded detailed calculations of how many people would benefit from the funded investment, 
which was difficult to determine in the conditions found in rural Africa (dispersed and mobile 
settlement). 

Partners placed on the lower rungs of the development industry, and in particular 
the beneficiaries of projects, are more inclined toward informal qualitative evaluations, which are 
more subjective and less empirically quantifiable. Such an evaluative model takes into account such 
intangible variables as the direct beneficiaries’ sense of satisfaction. The beneficiaries here 
formulate their own interpretations and conceptualisations of a development project’s procedures 
and goals. This treatment of a project as a new source of prestige and resources, and as a means for 
promoting the fossilisation of traditional structures and cultural patterns, represents a departure 
from the intentions of the donors and other project initiators. For the beneficiaries it is less 
important, for example, if a newly built well or school is used by a sufficiently large number 
of families or children, than whether the investment (or other action benefitting community 
members) takes into account the needs of the local community and the social relations within it. 

For instance, at the outset of preliminary studies for the construction of wells in Cameroon, 
the local partners indicated to me the need for their placement near the homes of local chiefs, which 
was often in contradiction with the project’s technical requirements (the placement of water mains, 
etc). Similarly, during an educational project in Mali, I noticed that the local partners (school 
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headmasters) made sure that the sons and daughters of the local elites were among the participants 
of educational workshops being held for adolescents. 

This appropriation (making it their own), desirable from the perspective of promoting the 
idea of development, and the frequent reformulation of development projects, manifest themselves 
in different conceptualisations of the idea of development, leading projects to take on a new form, 
which can sometimes conflict with their original assumptions and goals. 
 

 

 

 

 


