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Propositions for thesis presented by Wang Yihuan

1. Local people demonstrate a capacity to transform the kinds of discontinuities
brought by projects of external intervention into productive continuities that nurture
existing patterns of organisation and livelihood practices, (thesis)
2. Discussion of 'development discourse' inevitably becomes part of the formation of
current or emerging development policy and discourse, (general)
3. China remains 'a country of etiquette', where trust, reputation, reciprocity and other
social norms play a more important role than other elements in decision-making.
This needs to be understood when designing development programmes, (general)
4. The SARS epidemic has, on the one hand, generated negative impacts on China's
economic growth. However, on the other hand, it has also accelerated institutional
reform and facilitated good governance in China, (social)
5. Existing individual and group interests and divisions influence interpretations and
meanings and preclude genuine participation by all, no matter how transparent one
may try to be. In this sense projects can neither be fully participatory nor predictably
sustainable, (thesis)
6. Many poverty alleviation practices do not genuinely improve poor peoples'
livelihoods. Instead they serve to sustain the employment security of development
practitioners and the operational capacity of their organisations, (social)
7. One aspect of adopting participatory philosophy and practice in its present form is
that it remains piecemeal and therefore does not dovetail well with formal institution
building, which needs long-term commitments and the full backing of a state
programme, (general)
8. It is better not to strategise, because new strategies will emerge to deal with the
implications of previous ones, (general)
Thesis defence 30 September, 2003.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

My research concerns the dynamic processes of differential strategies and responses to
participatory intervention. These processes are socially constructed processes; that is,
they are the outcome of interactions between various actors (here I refer mainly to
members of the project implementing agency, township government officials, village
committee leaders and local farmers) involved in a specific participatory project. As
researcher and simultaneously one of the project coordinators from the project
implementing agency, I found myself in a privileged position for observing and
experiencing the interactions that took place between project implementing agency
personnel and other actors. These interactions entailed discussions, negotiations, and
even conflicts that emerged during the course of the intervention process. I was therefore
able to take this rare opportunity of reflecting on the interests, and sometimes hidden
interests of development researchers/practitioners with the purpose of obtaining insights
into the social construction of their strategies and, on the other hand, of closely observing
and sensing the actions, interests and concerns of the other actors embedded in the
intervention. My research does not, however, limit itself strictly to strategies, but rather to
the broad set of responses, including actors' day-to-day actions, short-term reactive
behavior - or tactics - as well as long-term planning so long as these responses
characterize the nature of people's arrangements in regard to production and livelihoods.
Background and Theme of the Research
Although China has made overall progress in development in the last two decades, the
country is still confronted with the serious problem and pressures of eradicating poverty
in rural areas, especially in the remoter mountain areas where the development pace has
been slow. In an attempt to combat this, various poverty alleviation projects and
programs have been introduced into these areas. The approaches used have over time
improved from being characterized by strong top-down interventions applied to
particular regions or production sectors, to the targeting of specific development
measures directly to rural communities and rural households, and, more recently, to the
use of 'participatory' approaches within a series of so-called poverty alleviation projects.
The participatory approach has often been regarded as a panacea by development
researchers and practitioners for all kinds of community-based development projects. It is
argued that by using such an approach, farmers' interests are likely to be reflected
maximally in the project. Thus it is taken for granted that farmers would fully accept and
definitely benefit from such projects. It is also assumed that no conflicts, or at least fewer
conflicts, will be generated so long as the main groups involved in the project have agreed
to adopt this participatory approach. However, my previous and on-going experiences
with participatory development projects suggest that, even when using such an approach,
the interests of the implementation agency, local government officials and farmers often

2 The Dynamics of Participatory Development

diverge from each other. Although the implementation agency might be committed to the
promotion of participation in poverty alleviation projects, local government is likely to
prioritize those activities (not necessarily 'participatory' or focussed on the poorer sectors)
aimed at economic development for its area, and farmers may have their own concerns
and considerations associated with the pursuit of long-term household strategies. In other
words, farmers do not always follow instructions 'from above'; they have their own
'projects' to realize, even in those projects introduced by authoritative bodies from
outside.
Within such a situation, project implementation agency, local officials, and farmers face a
dilemma. On the one hand, they are attempting to realize their own 'projects' with their
own collective or individual interests and concerns, and on the other, they have to meet
the needs and requirements of other groups - other actors in the arena of the project The
different actors do not always follow the same approach in coping with this potentially
conflicting situation, but they have usually developed various adaptive ways to acquire,
based on their own values, the highest benefit from project activities while coping with
the requirements or intentions of the other actors. These various adaptive ways can be
viewed as different responses or strategies which are demonstrated in the ordering of
social relations with other people, arrangements of labor division within and among die
households, capital investment in different development activities, and in marketing
organization, etc. The existence of such different and complex responses and strategies
aroused my interest to analyze why people make different responses to the same external
interventions within similar socioeconomic, political and institutional contexts.
My research concerns a poverty alleviation project implemented within the national
poverty-eradicating framework entitled 'Participatory Community Development Project
in Pocang Township, Yixian County, Hebei Province, China'. The project period was for
two years from November 2000 to October 2002. The project's overall objective was to
reduce poverty and to develop sustainable communities through mobilizing the rural
population to participate in the process of local resource utilization planning and
management, institutional capacity building and household-based development activities.
The actors in the research are the project implementing agency-CIAD, the local township
government village committee members and farmers.
I argue in my research that such adaptive responses and strategies emerge on the basis of
actors' previous practice and the existing body of knowledge embedded in their social
relations both within the household domains and within the wider social environment of
the community and beyond. They are characterized and continuously shaped by
interactions taking place in the following domains, i.e. between local people and the
project implementing agencies, inter-household; intra-households, and also between local
people and various external socioeconomic, institutional factors. In other words,
responses and strategies, and their realization, are not static matters, but constituent of a
dynamic social process. The responses and strategies can therefore, to a great extent be
regarded simultaneously both as the outcomes and causes of various conflicts,
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negotiations and compromises generated among the various actors involved.
The central theme of the research is therefore to make an in-depth analysis of how the
particular responses or strategies of the different actors' are socially developed and
realized. In order to do so, I examine how project information is introduced to the farmers
by the implementing agencies, and couple with the special contents of the project being
implemented. Secondly, I look at how local people interpret, perceive and assess
information introduced by the implementing agencies with reference to their existing
practice and social environment, a process fraught with dynamic interactions. Thirdly, I
illustrate how and in what ways the results of these interactions are realized in day-to-day
actions, in this research viewed as responses and strategies.
In addition, my research pays particular attention to a comparison of the various
responses and strategies and to identifying their similarities and differences and,
importantly, to ascertaining the rationale behind these similarities and differences in
relation to different types of households.
Apart from the above areas, my research also looks at the discursive field of planned
intervention and its arena of action, which is intrinsic to participatory intervention.
Research relevance
The research concerns actors', and in particular, farmers' strategies. When an
intervention is introduced, some farmers will basically follow the instructions; others
may adopt alternatives for coping with the instructions. No matter what strategy people
adopt, they are continuously searching for their own identities and creating space for
themselves in their society in order to realize their strategies. They bear in mind the
surrounding socioeconomic and cultural elements of their environment especially the
existing power relations with outside parties and take note of the feedback emanating
from their social networks. In this way the concept of strategy is linked 'not only to
questions of choice and power but also to patterns of interaction' (Elster 1983:13). Thus,
the research not only documents the strategies themselves that people have taken, but also
looks at strategies at a more practical level, i.e., how people realize their strategies or how
strategies are realized in day-to-day actions and attitudes.
In addition to this practical relevance, I argue that this research is relevant from the
theoretical point of view. In current development studies, many research contributions are
on how a participatory approach can be introduced into development practice.
Participation has become a panacea for development purposes. Under the notion of
participation, it is assumed that all the interests and foci of the various groups involved
are easily expressed and agreed upon. However, conflicts and differences among groups,
that represent different interests, have not been sufficiently recognized and reviewed. My
research therefore mainly answers the following research questions:
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How are similar or different responses and strategies taken by various actors in their
day-to-day actions and attitudes developed and socially realized in the participatory
project? How did the three main actors - the implementing agency CIAD, the local
Township government, and local village committee members - respond to the
participatory project and what were their strategies. Finally how did different farmers
respond to the participatory project and how were their strategies formed and socially
developed?
Implications of the Research in China
Over the last 15 years, studies on rural issues in China, especially those related to planned
intervention, have grown considerably. However, studies that have focused upon the
issue of government policy intervention, have been to a great extent macro-economic in
nature, adopting a rather abstract understanding of the rural household and actors.
Limited efforts have been devoted to studies on this issue at a micro level, although rural
households have acted as independent units for decision making on resource management
since the land reform of 1978. Sociological studies should, therefore, de-concentrate on
the macro, and instead focus more on micro level analyses of individuals (such as farmers)
and household units, which, of course, manifest or reflect the macro-level interventions
embedded in grass-roots events. The trend to date means that current studies are still far
away from an in-depth understanding of the actual consequences of participatory
intervention in China. This research, then, provides a micro-level study from a
sociological perspective and aims to address closely the implications and impact of
planned intervention.
Although since the 1980s there has been a growing awareness among international policy
analysts of the diverse ways in which individuals and their households organize
themselves individually and collectively in the face of intervention by government (Long,
1989), in China a mechanical linear model of the project implementing process by
researchers and development practitioners still prevails. They assume that the actors
should implement project measures as expected and if this is not the case, the project
should be terminated. This research, therefore, should provide a basis for sensitizing the
intervening agencies: (1) To rethink ways of implementing a particular project at local
level, which may not have generated the kinds of consequences that were intended; (2) To
recognize the importance of discontinuities of social interest, cultural interpretations, and
knowledge and power among the individuals or groups concerned (Long, 1984); (3) To
take into account the agency of various actors and not to perceive rural farmers, by
definition, as passive recipients of intervention, since farmers will develop their own
ways or strategies for coping with outside forces; and (4) To take into account that
planned intervention will be shaped and reshaped through the process of interaction
between government officials and farmers or between farmers themselves.
The proposed study is, at the same time, a methodological exploration of applying an
actor-perspective developed from African and Latin American cases to analyze
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systematically the Chinese case on participatory intervention, taking into account its
unique political, social and economic context. In this way, the research contributes to the
development of more adequate concepts of planned intervention and its impacts in China
through the adoption of an actor-oriented approach.
Structure of the Thesis
This introduction has presented a broad overview of the contents of this study. It has
introduced the background and theme of the research, and its relevance and implications
in the Chinese context. Chapter 2 that follows provides a theoretical background to the
research by starting with an overview of sociological contributions to participation,
intervention and strategy. This is followed by an illustration of the theoretical and
conceptual framework applied in the research. Chapter 3 offers a background overview of
the intervention and sketches out the processes of intervention by emphasizing the
implementing agency's multiple social realities. These realities and actions indeed
permeate all the cases in the remaining chapters of the thesis. This chapter therefore
furnishes readers with a dynamic picture of the social and spatial arena of a
community-based participatory project, in which the key actors are identified. It
emphasizes how much room the implementing agency can create for the imposition of its
own definition of the problems to be solved, the nature of the development agency, and its
philosophy and rationale for certain activities etc. It also shows how the 'model of
change' is transferred but also modified and rethought during the process of intervention.
The social responses and strategies of the various actors are elaborated in detail in
subsequent chapters. Chapter 4 presents to the reader the profile of the project area, thus
giving the necessary contexts for understanding the nature and implications of the
differential responses of various actors. Chapter 5 moves to the empirical cases, exploring
the social reshaping of the intervention through four event-centered case studies, focusing
on the different interpretations and understandings of the different social actors involved
in the intervention. Chapters 6 and 7 shed light on the social processes associated with the
responses and strategies developed by the main actors identified in Chapter 3. They show
how local leaders and villagers skillfully impose their own interpretations and interests on
the other actors, including the intervening research practitioners. Here several
actor-centered case studies are presented. Chapter 6 emphasizes the strategies of local
leaders, namely local township officials and village committee members through the
discussion of two cases. The first explores the interactions between insiders and outsiders
by elaborating the township leader's role as intermediary for the intervention, while the
second gives more attention to the interactions among the insiders themselves. It does this
by identifying the power struggle between the village leader and other contenders, and
through documenting the village leader's experiences with the intervention. Chapter 7
examines the differential responses or strategies of farmers, focusing on how their
strategies relate to the differential performance of village leaders. Chapter 8 highlights
and discusses the main conclusions of the research, especially in regard to the issue of
strategies, the elements that shape these and the negotiated participatory development
process.

CHAPTER 2
THEORETICAL REVIEW AND METHODOLOGY
As the central theme of my research is to make an in-depth analysis of how the
particular responses and strategies of different actors' are socially developed and
realised in participatory intervention, I will begin here with a review of the associated
notions of development intervention and participation. This is followed by a discussion
of the languages of development and participation and the key concept of strategy,
which provide the background to the mapping out of the theoretical and conceptual
framework adopted for the analysis and discussions of the results of the empirical field
research. The chapter concludes with a brief account of the set of research
methodologies utilised.
Review of development intervention
Development intervention can be viewed as a conscious attempt to change a present
situation in line with certain pre-established goals. This consists of institutional forms of
intervention involving the setting up of development projects or co-ordinated programs,
and less direct forms of intervention such as the use of price and taxation mechanisms
or other fiscal and legal measures. The type of 'intervention' that my research addresses
is more related to institutional and project based forms, although the historical review
also touches on less direct forms of intervention.
Theoretical discussions of development intervention began in the 1960s onwards, while
its practice can be traced back to earlier in the twentieth century when development
planning was first exercised as a major instrument for national policies in some
European countries, marked by the formulation and implementation of the Five Year
Plan. The idea of national planning then became the practice in many countries in both
the West and the Third World. This tendency continued until the 1960s when most
colonial countries achieved their political independence. In the 1970s, industriaUsation
and the modernisation approach became the key dimensions that marked the
transformation from traditional or pre-modern society into the types of technology
associated with forms of social organisation that characterise the advanced,
economically prosperous and politically relatively stable nations of the West
(paraphrasing Moore 1963, in Long 1977). This type of economic development
advocated structural differentiation in society, the modernisation of technology,
industrialisation, urbanisation and the commercialisation of agriculture. By the late
1970s/earlyl980s, 'the scope of development planning had gradually extended to
include more than just the economic aspects of planning' (Conyers and Hills 1984: 48).
The debate now extended to cover the objectives of development planning, the type of
benefits and costs entailed, the techniques of intervention as well as the type of planning
experts employed.
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Thus the practice of intervention has generated discussions or debates that have been
ongoing for several decades. A first type of discussion concerned the paradigms of
development. Friedmann and Weaver (1979) and Robertson (1984) indicate that the
belief in regional development planning from the 1920s onwards had gone full circle
from a principle of territorial to functional integration and recently back again to
territorial integration. The principle of territorial integration was prevalent from 1925
till 1935 in the form of Utopian planning, cultural regionalism and the attempts to attain
a 'biosynthesis' and a new culture. From 1935 to 1950 mere was a type of practical
idealism as illustrated, for example, by the Comprehensive River Basin Development
practised in the United States and extended to other countries. From the 1950s onwards
until 1975, the principle of functional integration predominated. This took the form of
spatial systems planning as attempted in the newly industrialising countries, as well as
in the backward regions of the industrially advanced countries. From 1975 on°wards
territorial integration was once again the prevailing doctrine in the form of what
Friedmann and Weaver have named 'agro-politan development' (1979: 8). Obviously,
these discussions of the paradigms of development remained at a macro level and in
general were interventionist, lacked concern for grass-roots practice and took for
granted or certainly did not question the fact that local people were regarded as passive
beneficiaries and recipients of the intervention.
Another type of discussion of development intervention lies in methodological debates
concerning the differences between 'top-down' and 'bottom-up' development. In
general, we can say that the top-down approach dominated for about three decades,
while, from about the beginning of the 1980s, the bottom-up approach has drawn more
and more attention from various development agencies and government organisations.
Stohr (1981: 48) argues, however, that 'there are also many examples in previous
periods under changing cultural and political conditions, where development has been
dominated from below intermittent with periods of development from above'.
Nevertheless, looked at historically, it is clear that the focus or target of intervention has
been moved from the broad macro level of country or region as a whole to the
development of communities and people as its final goal.
The third type of discussion on development intervention is reflected in a different
conceptualisation of it developed in Norman Long's work on planned intervention.
According to Long, the dominant theoretical paradigms of planned intervention in the
1960s and 1970s 'espoused a rather mechanical model of the relationship between
policy, implementation and outcomes' (Long 2001: 31). He indicates that a tendency in
many studies is to 'conceptualise the process as essentially linear in nature, implying
some kind of step-by-step progression from policy formulation to implementation to
outcomes, after which one could make an ex post evaluation to establish how far the
original objectives had been achieved' (Long and van der Ploeg, 1989: 227). Long
regards this separation of 'policy', 'implementation' and 'outcomes' as 'a gross oversimplification of a much more complicated set of processes which involves the
reinterpretation or transformation of policy during the implementation process itself,
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such that there is in fact no straight line from policy to outcomes. Also, outcomes may
result from factors not directly linked to the implementation of a particular development
program' (ibid.). Moreover, issues of policy implementation should not be restricted to
the case of top-down, planned interventions by governments, development agencies and
private institutions, since local groups actively formulate and pursue their own
'development projects' - sometimes within and sometimes outside of the framework of
the externally initiated project that often clash with the interests of central authority
(Long 1984b: 177, van der Ploeg 1987). This latter could sometimes be described as
'counter-development' (Arce and Long 2000). In fact Long has sufficiently
incorporated the concept of 'multiple social realities' and the notion of 'projects within
a project' into his argument so as to correct the over-simplified description of
intervention processes and thus to address the much more complicated set of processes
entailed.
During the 1980s, a number of policy analysts, anthropologists and sociologists began
to recognise the deficiencies of the above-described paradigms of planned intervention
and policy analysis that sought new ways of conceptualising policy formulation and
implementation (Grindle 1980, Clay and Schaffer 1984). These analysts argued that
implementation should be viewed as a transactional process involving negotiation over
goals and means between parties with conflicting or diverging interests, and not simply
as the execution of a particular policy (Warwick 1982). Batley (1983), Robertson
(1984), Schaffer and Lamb (1976), Lipsky (1980), Handelman and Letyton (1978),
Rees (1978) have focused either on the dynamics of administrative action in policy
implementation or on the cultural perceptions and social management strategies of
agents and clients (Long and van der Ploeg 1989, Long 2001).
According to Long, the new directions coincided with a growing awareness of the
diverse ways in which individuals and their households organise themselves
individually and collectively in the face of planned intervention by government and
other bodies. The strategies they devise and the types of interaction that evolve between
them and the intervening parties shape the nature and outcomes of such intervention
(Long 1984, Long and Long 1992, de Vries 1992,1997, Arce 1993). A central problem
for analysis is to 'understand the processes by which interventions enter the life worlds
of the individuals and groups affected and thus come to form part of the resources and
constraints of the social strategies they develop. In this way, so-called external factors
become 'internalised' and come to mean different things to different interest groups or
to the different individual actors involved, whether they be implementers, clients or
bystanders' (Long 2001: 31). I would also argue that it is in this way that the
discontinuities involved in project introduction and implementation become continuities,
that is, they become incorporated into the flow of everyday life, thus demonstrating that
intervention is 'an ongoing, socially-constructed and negotiated process' (Long 2001:
31). This conceptualisation recognises the significance of social meanings, and the role
of human agency associated with planned intervention processes, and is the guiding
paradigm of my research for looking at intervention processes. Intervention implies a

