FOOTPRINTS IN THE MUD:
Re-constructing the diversities in rural
people's learning processes

Stellingen
1. Every good master leaves his footprints in the mud and every good pupil follows those footprints.
The size, direction, and nature of the footprints differ from master to master, and me interpretation
of these footprints also differ from pupil to pupil (Farmer Awumbila Akente).
2. Social configurations, networks, and patterns of organization are flexible and, as soon as they are
fixed, they once again become the object of negotiation and struggle (Villarreal, M. Wielding and
yielding: power, subordination and gender identity in the context of a Mexican development project.
PhD Thesis., 1994; pl24).
3. Our society is like the human hand: You have five fingers but they are all different. Despite their
differences, the fingers need each other to perform effectively, and they are all needed to make the
hand complete (Farmer Francis Zumayea).
4. Agreement involves giving up some autonomy for the advantages of belonging to a collective
(R61ing, N. Communication support for sustainable natural resource management. IDS bulletin vol.25
No.2. 1994; pl29).
5. We are always accommodating your knowledge but why do you not accommodate ours? Intercultural learning is like washing your hands before a meal. You wash the inside of the hand to eat
but when the soup flows over the back of the hand you also lick it. (Farmer, Philemon Vuol)
6. For me and for most of my colleagues from Africa, it is difficult for us to comprehend the special
position given to the dog within Dutch families, as it is for 'top scientists' to understand that the small
farmer also belongs to the family of researchers.
7. Individuals would always need some kind of personal integration, unity, self-identity or meaning
(Habermas, J. Cultural analysis: the work of Berger, L.P., M. Douglas, M. Foucault and J.
Habermas. Boston; Routledge and Kegen. 1975; pi 17).
8. Walking on the iced lakes this winter and watching my Dutch friends skate around, the image of
Jesus walking on the sea came to me. I wonder what my people would say if I sent these pictures to
them. Are the circumstances really very different?
9. Social actors deal, organizationally and congnitively, with problematic situations and accommodate
themselves to other's interests and designs for living (Long, N. Creating space for change: a perspective on the sociology of development. Sociología ruralis XXIV -3/4. pi 78)
10. Professionals are sometimes accused of been romantic about certain positions they take on
knowledge. How about a 'knowledge process' that consist of: Romanticizing knowledge, flirtation
and courtship, marriage, and production of off-springs as new knowledge?
11. The most important learning of all - for both children and adults - is learning how to learn; the
skills of self-directed inquiry (Knowles, M.S. The modern practice of adult education:from pedagogy
to andragogy. Englewood Cliffs: Cambridge Adult Education. 1980; p40).
12. The most powerful power is the power to relinquish power.
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1 Overview of this Book

1.10

Introduction

The history of development intervention is plagued with ups and downs, with the
developing countries having their fair share of it. Despite the good intentions of
'improving upon the living conditions of people', criticisms about failure to provide
that better life in a sustainable manner have encountered shifts in intervention
strategies. Progress has been made from the earlier 'Transfer-Of-Technology
(TOT)' models (Rôling, 1988:53) that were based on the adoption and diffusion of
innovations, as described in Van den Ban and Hawkins (1988), to present-day
participatory processes (Jiggins et al. 1989). Yet such commendable efforts still
have a long way to travel.
In Ghana, both within the Governmental (GO) and the Non Governmental (NGO)
sectors, similar shifts in strategies have occurred in response to concerns for
increasing farmers' participation in development intervention. As a result of
differences in philosophy and character, it has been faster within the NGO than the
GO sector. The GO sector is currently testing out the Unified Extension System
(UES) under various externally funded programmes (MOFA report, 1993). Within
the NGO sector the Participatory Technology Development (PTD) process is one
such shift developed as a strategy to increasing farmers' participation in NGO
programmes (Millar et al., 1989).
In trying to operationalize participation, both sectors have had to deal with a
series of questions such as: What is really meant by participation? Whose
participation, defined by whom, and who is participating in who's programme?
Concerns about social constructions of reality, human agency and the struggles for
power (Long, 1984; 1989) have been raised. The failures to capture indigenous
knowledge of rural people (often described more as technologies they have
themselves evolved) both within the GO and the NGO, have been raised by several
authors.
I share the view of Warren (1992) that the sort of participation that is integrated
within the knowledge of the people is absolutely necessary if gender concerns,
protection of the environment, empowerment, and sustainability are to be achieved.
Going beyond Warren, I argue for a strong position for rural people's cosmovisions
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- the integration of their spirituality into participatory processes (Millar, 1992). I
take this position because proponents of indigenous knowledge have focused their
interest and attention on that part of indigenous knowledge that can be extracted and
re-cycled, which I call the products of knowledge or technologies. In doing this,
very little attention is given to the dynamics of the social relations that have evolved
through the various communication networks (knowing, passing-on, and sharing
information). My experience is that these processes, like the indigenous
technologies themselves, are enshrined in their own complex mix of spirituality,
materiality, in the dead, in nature, and in rural people's lives as a whole.
This study is therefore about indigenous learning, and how it is conducted in
some rural communities in the north of Ghana. Kolb (1993:156) in discussing
learning says,
"Learning is the process of creating knowledge. Knowledge is a result of a
transaction between social knowledge and personal knowledge [...] knowledge
results from the transaction between these objective and subjective experiences
in a process called learning [...] Learning is a process whereby knowledge
(product) is created through the transformation of experience'.
The subject of study and the results of this research have strayed into socialanthropology, social-psychology, educational-psychology, and developmentphilosophy. Though not intended, the findings could be used for discussions in all
the fields mentioned. In some chapters, I have found myself doing this. Where
relevant, I have used theories and concepts from social-anthropology, socialpsychology, educational-psychology, and fields related to development-philosophy
to illustrate issues. I have however made the choice to situate the research in the
field of rural-sociology and extension-science, or communication and innovation
studies, because this is my professional field. Even here, I have made a further
choice to 'muddy the waters' of the aspect of development intervention referred to
as 'participation'. My goal is to come out with alternative strategies that would
move participation of rural communities a step further, by re-locating actions within
indigenous dialogue and learning processes.
Why so much emphasis on learning? For my community, learning is an issue not
only of knowledge, but it is also of survival in a complex, diverse, risk-prone
environment ( CDR-environment, Chambers, 1983:24), and acceptance hereafter
(by the gods and the spirits). It is about shared meanings and reciprocity (even with
the other world), and passing this on to posterity. To sustain themselves, the people
also draw on that learning which is unintentional, unconscious, and, maybe, termed
irrational because it does not follow 'standard logical processes'. It is about people
empowering themselves in a multiple and holistic manner in order to develop
themselves. Therefore if working with the communities means empowering them,
I think it is incumbent upon all interventions to understand how learning is
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conducted by the people themselves alongside any influences, adulteration,
replacements or impositions.
Weil and McGill (1989) and Hutton (1989), have similar reflections. They are
of the view that in learning situations when the future is unknown and outcomes are
not necessarily clear, preceding actions, such as learning about learning tend to
illuminate the making of judgements. They went on to say that learning and action
go hand in hand. People often use their initial knowledge to start actions, learn
from them, and then initiate new actions. New learning emerges through that
process, and thus ongoing learning and action is fostered. Wildemeersch (1989:6063) consolidates this view further by showing the role that dialogue or
'communicative rationality' plays in learning. He describes learning as
'[...] a process of continuous exchange between the life-world of subjects and
subjective reality which is present in society as a whole'. He is of the view
that, '[...] life-world is the theoretical foundation for experiential learning of
which dialogue is a means of reality construction and transformation. This
reality is socially constructed, hence reality cannot exist without the act of
giving meaning to it. Therefore all reality has a strong subjective dimension'.
It is this subjectivity (experience) and the interactions between people and subjective
reality (Wildemeersch's description of learning), that should form the foundation
of any meaningful development intervention. But this has not been the case;
certainly not in Ghana. The challenge of this study is to ask how this could be done
through dialogue that provides the opportunity for all actors to be jointly involved
in a learning and action cycle.
I set out with the primary concern of studying processes of indigenous learning,
although I have considered the content or products of learning as well. I have drawn
attention to specific areas where it can be shown that different technologies have
influenced diversities in learning processes. Below is an overview of how the study
was done.

1.20 Part I: Chapters 2, 3, 4, 5.
The chapters in Part I are based largely on secondary information which is drawn
together to provide an entry to the research. The secondary information forms the
bases for the research, and the methodology used to collect the data that enabled me
to make the findings presented in the following parts of this book.
Chapter 2: General background information: Chapter 2 pulls together pieces of
information relevant for introducing the location of the research. It provides a
framework and an entry point into the objectives addressed by this study. Most of
the material in this chapter is based on secondary data that have been extrapolated
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up to the period of the research. The chapter starts with a country up-date, followed
by a general picture of agriculture in Ghana. The fanning systems in the region, the
people, and some indigenous institutions that give meaning to people's way of life
are addressed. In doing this, I select from the information issues relating to
agricultural production. The nation-wide problems relating to agriculture and hence
the need for intervention have been assessed. Narrowing down to the study area,
I have discussed the background of the people and their traditional structures, and
the movement of other people from different ethnic origins into Damongo - the
research location. Lastly, I have summarized the historical evolution of
interventions in Damongo to show that Damongo has had its fair share of the ageold problem of development intervention, and the consequences of some
development actions.
Chapter 3: The research task: I start Chapter 3 by discussing the problem to be
tackled by this research. I look at the evolution, in both theoretical and practical

context of the problem of indigenous learning and its role in development
intervention. In doing this I started with a narration of efforts within both the
Government and the Non Governmental sectors to respond to concerns for
improving intervention strategies. I describe the path that these trends have followed
and query the lack of attention in development intervention to indigenous learning
processes. I then challenge myself to definite responses by evolving questions that
would help address the problem of how to document indigenous learning processes,
and how to integrate such findings into sustainable intervention strategies.
Chapter 4: Theoretical perspectives: In Chapter 4, I operationalize the overall
concepts that guided data collection, analyses, discussion, and the recommended
actions. Theories are discussed as points of entry for the research and a general
framework for the study. In addition to this, I have used various theoretical
frameworks to discuss my findings in chapters where it is more relevant to do so.
This gave me the opportunity to use existing theories to support my findings,
criticise some theories, and contribute towards improving others.
I start the Chapter by looking at the knowledge base that is the subject of
concern, and that has attracted the attention of this research; rural people's
knowledge, or indigenous knowledge. This is followed by a discussion of the
approaches that guided the conduct of this research; the actor-oriented approach and
the systems perspective. I conclude the chapter by discussing diversity, and
choosing a guide to enable me to manage my findings.
Chapter 5: Methodological reflections: I start my presentations here by reflecting
on some methodological experiences during my MSc research, which I refer to as
the 'before era'. This discussion reflects on earlier research that contribute to the
present. I proceed to describe some unanticipated influences that were relevant in
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re-orienting my methodologies. These include the privileged position of a
researcher, and how I got enrolled into the research arena.
How data collection was done is separated into two phase: Exploratory and main
surveys combined; and in-depth survey. I make a distinction between conventional
and un-conventional data gathering techniques just to illustrate departures from the
more familiar ways of conducting research. Largely qualitative methods were used
for gathering the data, and only in a few instances did I gather quantitative data or
use my own research techniques. I have documented some discourses and case
studies to show that these form the bulk of the findings. I conclude with discussing
the adaptations I made in order to be able to manage the data I gathered. Some of
the techniques of data analysis which I describe in this chapter include repetitive
investigation, triangulations, focus group approach, and 'three planes analyses'.

1.30 Part n: Chapters 6, 7, 8, 9.
Part II is dedicated to data that have mostly been generated by the field surveys
themselves. The information in these chapters is largely of a primary nature, and
thus forms the bulk of the research findings.
Chapter 6: Indigenous vertical learning: This chapter is dedicated to juvenile
learning: in particular how the young learn from the old, and to some extent, how
the young learn from each other. This type of learning is therefore largely a vertical
learning situation. I have decided to look at the whole learning spectrum between
generations. This includes organised, unorganised, and even unconscious or
unintended learning.
The environment within which 'knowing' is conducted is re-constructed. To give
it structure, it was differentiated into family, immediate and distant environments.
I use the categorisation of the people themselves in presenting "wulu" as period of
intensive tutelage and apprenticeship, and "bangfu and oogfu" as periods of
graduation and passing out. "Bangfu" is synonymous with an evaluation of
performance based on information and skills acquired during learning. "Oogfu" is
a sort of ostracising, which more or less marks the beginning of individualization.
Most of the findings are about inter-generational learning, but this does not
exclude intra-generational learning as well. This intra-relationship is demonstrated
in peer group learning, particularly under "gandaalu", which concludes the findings
under vertical learning.
Chapter 7: Indigenous horizontal learning: Chapter 7 concentrates on how adults
within a rural community learn from each other. This is what I refer to as
horizontal learning. This being a continuation of the vertical learning described

