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IDS anniversary events
The Roundtables and conference were just part of the IDS anniversary events. Other ways in which we 
marked our birthday included a series of speaker events as part of the annual Brighton festival of arts. 
Linking up with the Science and Technology Policy Research unit (SPRU) at the University of Sussex, also 
celebrating its fortieth anniversary, the events focused on controversies in science, technology and global 
development, including sessions on climate change and vaccinations. 

In addition, we launched a new seminar series, ‘Icons and Iconoclasts’, which brought groundbreaking 
researchers and activists to IDS to talk about what has inspired their work and what they see as the key 
challenges for international development in the next 40 years. Our guests, Deniz Kandiyoti, Caroline 
moser, Simon maxwell and vandana Shiva were interviewed by IDS researchers, setting up an informal 
conversation, and bringing in questions 
from the audience. The conference 
featured a special ‘Icons’ session with 
BBC presenter Natasha Kaplinsky in 
conversation with Tony benn mP 
(see box on page 9). 

Just before the conference, we 
organised a panel event with Secretary 
of State for International Development, 
hilary benn mP, the two shadow 
ministers, Susan Kramer mP and 
andrew mitchell mP, plus Green MEP 
Caroline lucas. They tackled questions 
from the audience on topics including 
women’s rights and the 0.7% aid target.

left hilary benn flanked 
by other members of the 
panel at our visions for 
Development event

introduction
When IDS was founded 40 years ago, the world was a very different place. The first 

post-colonial governments were taking power in Africa, the Cultural Revolution 

started in China, Indira Gandhi was elected the first female Prime Minister of India, 

and the Vietnam War was escalating rapidly.

The establishment of IDS in 1966 gave development research a big boost. In 

September 2006, IDS celebrated its fortieth anniversary with a conference – 

Reinventing Development Research – designed to think about what development 

research for the next 40 years would have to look like. Participants from all over the 

world, including key development thinkers, policymakers and practitioners debated 

these issues. Participants were invited to help formulate an exciting, forward-looking 

agenda for development research. By reflecting back and projecting forwards, we 

looked at the key issues facing our globe in the next 40 years. We asked how can we 

ensure that development research continues to shape thinking and action to tackle 

these issues? As well as celebrating the achievements of IDS, our central aim was to 

encourage the development research community to think ahead and to innovate.

To make sure that the conference was grounded in the realities of what is happening 

in the world, in the year running up to the conference IDS partners and alumni 

hosted a Global Consultation. Forty-six Roundtable discussions were held to identify 

a forward-looking development agenda. What would be the biggest risks and 

opportunities and what did this mean for development research? Most of the 

discussions took place in sub-Saharan Africa, Latin America and Asia, with a total of 

more than 1300 people taking part in the process.

Problems 
are not a monopoly 
of the South and 
solutions are not 
a monopoly of 
the North 
Dakar-CODESRIA 
Roundtable participant

“
”



What has been the impact 
of development and 
development research?
The IDS fortieth anniversary conference, opened by 
Alasdair Smith, Vice-Chancellor of the University of 
Sussex and Chair of the IDS Trustees, was designed 
to see into the future. Several of our speakers chose 
to do this by first reflecting back on the last 40 
years to learn from what we – the development 
research community – have already achieved, or 
failed to achieve.

Our keynote speaker adebayo olukoshi (CODESRIA) 
traced the history of development discourse, arguing 
that the colonial origins of development weigh heavily 
on it to this day, with the result that the problems of 
developing countries are read through the prism of 
the history of developed countries, an idealised history 
which has been sanitised and emptied of contestation 
or contradiction. As a result, development research 
tends to be ahistorical and carried out by analogy. In 
policy terms, this has ‘reduced the practice of 
development in much of the South to an exercise in 
mimicry and a copy-cat mentality’.

are we nearly there yet?
The presentation by John humphrey (IDS) looked 
at the world 40 years ago compared to today in 
order to assess the impact that development 
research and policy has had on world events. He 
reminded participants of some of the successes of 
the past 40 years, demonstrated by rising life 
expectancies in most regions, and falling child 
mortality. Progress has been far from even, 
however, with most countries in Africa falling 
behind Asia over the past 40 years.

Much has changed in development thinking since 
1966. Great optimism and a belief that growth and 

development were achievable have been replaced 
with a more sober view of future prospects for 
development. The idea that developing countries 
should unquestioningly mimic the paths taken by 
developed countries has been recognised as neither 
desirable nor sustainable. The state is no longer seen 
as the solution to all problems and there has been a 
shift from thinking about the national economy to 
focusing on the global economy.

John Humphrey asked what has driven these 
changes in development thinking and concluded 
that many of the most important changes affecting 
development have come from the influence of 
broader social trends in the North. Feminism and 
gender, environmentalism and neoliberalism have all 
had an enormous impact, but none of these 
paradigms originated within the development 
domain itself. Some have argued that development 
research has had a Northern bias, but John 
wondered if this was to miss the point that we have 
actually had very little influence in shaping world 
events at all over the past 40 years.

In this context, John argued that it was important 
to recognise that while development policy has 
some impact on outcomes, much social change is 
either influenced by non-development policy (such 
as feminism, or environmentalism in the West), or 
not affected by policy at all. Furthermore, research 
has some impact on development policy, but much 
of the research that has had most impact has not 
been development research.

is development research antagonistic 
to social change?
Shalmali Guttal also argued that the development 
industry has had little impact. She reminded us that 
the perception in developing countries, even 
among government officials, is that contrary to its 
stated purpose, development research actually 
serves to reinforce the status quo and is in fact 
antagonistic to social change. She suggested that 
the development industry has a tremendous 
capacity to absorb failure, citing examples where 
development banks have re-funded projects which 
local people have perceived to be a failure. This 

 4     REINVENTING DEVELOPMENT RESEARCH IDS 40TH ANNIVERSARY CONFERENCE REPORT   5

What did our participants think 
of the process?
We wanted the conference to be interactive and to ensure that we captured 
as many views as possible about the future of development research and the 
role of IDS. Using video was one way that we tried to achieve this, with an 
IDS film crew recording the proceedings and interviewing participants 
throughout the conference. 

We asked roberto Castellanos Cereceda, Academic Coordinator at the 
Fundación Este País in Mexico what he thought were the main challenges in 
the coming decades. He identified economic inequalities as the key challenge 
to development, both within Mexico and in Latin America more broadly. 
anna Taylor, Head of Hunger Reduction at Save the Children, said she felt 
that a big unanswered question is the role that researchers should play in 
strengthening civil society in the South to lead the development agenda, 
influence policy and make social change happen. ole Jacob Sending, Senior 
Analyst at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Norway echoed several of the 
plenary speakers in cautioning against a one-size-fits-all approach, where 
Northern agendas are imposed on the South. ramesh Singh, Chief 
Executive of ActionAid International, who has had close links to IDS over 
many years, commented on the changes that he had seen in IDS as an 
organisation, in particular a greater emphasis on reaching out and building 
partnerships. In terms of what he hoped to get out of the conference, he 
said, “for those of us who are buried in the ‘practice’ of development, my 
main purpose is to see where the debate is and hopefully to nudge 
researchers to talk to the likes of us, so that it doesn’t become a discussion 
just between people who do research”.

The analysis 
of development 
through a Western 
lens has now lost 
all legitimacy and 
should be buried 
forever as a strand 
of development 
studies
Hubert Schmitz, IDS

“

”
adebayo 
olukoshi



concern with accountability was echoed in the Accra 
Roundtable, where one participant argued that 
‘Africa is still seen as a place to experiment without 
accountability to the African people.’

On the issue of accountability, William easterly noted 
that aid donors and recipients are responsible for at 
least 449 interventions, to achieve the 54 indicators 
that make up the Millennium Development Goals, but 
no one is individually responsible for delivering any of 
them. He identified the lack of ‘customer feedback’ 
and accountability as central reasons why the 
interventions of top-down ‘planners’ do not work.

if we want to make more 
of a difference, we need 
to reinvent development 
research
In his overview report on the 46 Roundtables, 
IDS Director lawrence haddad acknowledged that 
organising the IDS anniversary events around the 
theme of Reinventing Development Research is 
‘knowingly immodest’. Who says development 
research needs to be reinvented? IDS may be one 
of the oldest and largest development institutes, 
but with at least 160 organisations in the UK now 
undertaking research in this area, why do we think 
we can lead the effort?

The credentials of IDS to open up this debate were 
immeasurably strengthened by our alumni and 
partners who were instrumental in the Roundtable 
process, which underpinned the conference. 

listening to the roundtables
The challenges to development in the short term, 
the opportunities and threats in the medium term 
and the implications for the development research 
were the issues discussed at each of the 46 Roundtables. 
Although the meetings were very diverse, many 
common themes emerged, outlined by Lawrence 
Haddad in his opening presentation. 

First, there was a perception that the acceleration 
of trends such as climate change consciousness, 
migration, economic and political shifts in global 

power, growing inequality both within and between 
countries, and the increasing availability of information 
is creating a sense of uncertainty. And in many 
places, weak capacity to manage this uncertainty is 
leading to vulnerability, both real and perceived.

Second, there seemed to be a convergence in the 
issues being voiced from many locations. These 
included balancing security and rights, climate 
change and negotiating the need for energy to fuel 
growth today while preserving the environment for 
growth tomorrow, and managing the opportunities 
and threats created by the growth of China and 
India. As Lawrence observed in his Roundtable 
synthesis paper, ‘whether talking about the garment 
industries in Bangladesh and Kenya, the soy bean 
export industry in Brazil, or oil and gas extraction in 
Cambodia and Nigeria, the Roundtables stressed 
the need for countries the world over to be able to 
seize new economic opportunities and minimise 
new risks from China’s emergence.’

Third, the Roundtables noted a divergence in 
outcomes and a demand for diversity in the ways 
in which development strategies are developed. 
On inequality, a participant at one of the two 
Roundtables held in Nairobi argued that ‘attention 
to inequality has focused on horizontal inequality – 
inequalities along identity lines… and is therefore 
easier to politicise. This focus has crowded out 
attention to vertical inequalities.’ At the 
conference, both Wolfgang Sachs and Joanna 
Kerr picked up on this to suggest that we need to 
focus more on why the rich are so rich, rather than 
why the poor are poor. 

On the need for a greater diversity of development 
pathways, the dissatisfaction with neoliberal 
solutions, the example of growth in China, the 
sentiment that home-grown solutions are more 
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Our alumni
We were fortunate to have many former 
students at the conference, many of 
whom had been instrumental in driving 
forward the Roundtable process. Our film 
crew interviewed several alumni, asking 
them what they had got out of their time 
at IDS and how IDS could maximise the 
potential of the alumni network. 

evelyn Nyakoojo, who studied the 
Gender MA in 1990 and organised the 
Uganda Roundtable said ‘the most 
important thing I got out of IDS was the 
capacity to do research, to analyse issues 
and to approach things with honesty’. 
roy Trivedy said that his time at IDS had 

given him a huge network of friends working on development issues all over 
the world and he thought that more could be done to build that network, 
arguing ‘there are a huge number of IDS alumni in really influential important 
positions worldwide – more can be done to help make the connections’. 
Another former student Nkoyo Toyo agreed: ‘It’s just amazing each time I 
come here to see the amount of work which is coming out of this institution 
and how little people know about the work and how little that work is 
influencing what’s happening in-country’. She and others argued that the 
IDS alumni network had enormous potential to make better linkages 
between people all over the world and that the energy created by the 
Roundtable process is just the beginning.

Nkoyo Toyo

Continues over page ➤

I came here 
hoping to find 
allies, I want allies 
in the academic 
and intellectual 
community 
for social 
movements… 
to help to 
generate 
alternative 
perspectives
Shalmali Guttal, 
Focus on the Global 
South

“

”
Shalmali 
Guttal



effective, and the notion that knowledge 
generation cannot be outsourced all contributed to 
the sense that countries have to find their own 
pathways towards their own version of 
development, and that this should be driven by 
engagement between their own governments and 
civil society, supported judiciously by outsiders. 

Finally, the Roundtables highlighted the weak 
accountability of the development industry as a real 
concern. Weak public policy supported by the UK 
through its aid programme in Kenya, for example, 
would have fewer consequences for the UK 
government than weak public policy in the domestic 
UK context. The same is the case for development 
research originating outside of the country in which 
the research is to be used. All of these issues were 
taken up in more detail by the conference speakers.

business as usual?
None of the speakers or participants at the conference 
seemed to doubt the need for development research 
to change. It was acknowledged that there are 
certainly temptations to carry on with ‘business as 
usual’. With large increases in development aid and 
research budgets on the rise, we are, as roy Trivedy 
noted, in a ‘golden age’ of development assistance. 
In the special ‘Icons and Iconoclasts’ session, veteran 
politician Tony benn argued that the UK media had 
become courtiers to the government. Lawrence 
cautioned researchers against becoming courtiers to 
the aid industry and suggested that for this reason, 
far from being comfortable, ‘business as usual’ is a big 
risk for us as researchers.

‘indivisible ties’ to the aid industry
Many have argued that the whole idea of 
development is faulty, but another keynote speaker 
mike edwards (Ford Foundation) talked about the 
‘indivisible ties’ between development research and 
foreign aid and argued that it is the values and 
attitudes that lie behind the aid or intervention 
paradigm which are the problem, rather than 
‘development’ as an objective concept. These values 
‘invert our discipline from how we might want it to 

be defined – by its influence over the actions of the 
strong – to how its subjects actually experience it, 
meaning it is defined by its influence over the weak.’

adebayo olukoshi agreed that the aid industry had 
appropriated a greater role for itself in setting the 
pace and choosing the direction for what is studied 
to the extent that in some cases development 
research appears to be ‘a megaphone for 
development cooperation’. Mike suggested that it 
is too late to separate development research from 
the aid industry. Instead it is down to us to redefine 
this frame with a new vision for development 
studies as a ‘constantly-unfolding critical 
conversation about the ends and means of the 
“good society” at every level of the world system’.

Globalising development research
Shalmali Guttal was in no doubt that development 
research needs reinventing. Despite the body of 
knowledge that informs development policy and 
practice being much larger than it was 20 years ago, 
she argued that the development establishment 
appears unable to address some of the most 
fundamental crises of our times. Is this because we still 
don’t know enough, or as Shalmali suggested ‘is it 
more that the knowledge base that informs 
development serves particular class and societal 
interests, where the voices of the disenfranchised 
remain that: voices, but without the political and 
economic capability to tilt policymaking in their favour’.

As a participant at the Dublin Roundtable observed, 
‘all knowledge is local’. Shalmali argued that 
globalisation should be understood as the globalisation 
of a particular localism. Adebayo Olukoshi concurred, 
suggesting that one of the results of this is that local 
knowledges from the West are hegemonised and 
presented as universally valid which leads to formulaic 
solutions to problems which require a much more 
nuanced and context specific approach.

In order for development to sustain itself, Shalmali 
argued, it must create hegemonic discourse that can 
effectively neutralise challenges to its mission, 
assumptions and theories. As a result ‘development 
research is an incestuous and self-referential system of 
knowledge, blind and deaf to the realities outside of 
the world it creates’. This view was echoed in several of 
the Roundtables, including in Copenhagen, where one 
participant argued that ‘the development industry has 
become self-serving, with little to justify its contribution 
to reducing poverty and inequality.’ One way to 
neutralise challenges, observed Joanna Kerr, can be 
seen in the tendency of development organisations to 
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Conference discussions (1)
‘The analysis of development through a Western lens has now lost all legitimacy and 
should be buried forever as a strand of development studies.’ – Hubert Schmitz

The rise of China was an issue that came out in many of the Roundtable 
discussions in different guises: China as an emerging donor, as a consumer of 
raw materials, as both a driver of regional economic success as well as a 
threat to poor countries in other regions. The working group session on ‘The 
Rise of the East’ also raised these issues. Fang Jing, organiser of the Yunnan 
Roundtable, talked about the increase in social inequalities that she had 
witnessed alongside China’s astonishing growth. Faizel ismail noted that 
these countries, as well as others such as Brazil had increasing bargaining 
power in forums of global governance including the UN, IMF, World Bank 
and the WTO, which enabled them to contest existing centres of power. As 
well as looking at the impact that the rapid growth of China and India is 
having on the global economy, but also the impact these so-called ‘Asian 
Drivers’ are having on the way we do development studies. hubert Schmitz 
argued that current discourse, including the North-South paradigm, is not 
able to account for the economic transformation of India and China and that 
a new language of development is needed. Furthermore he argued that the 
experience of China and India demonstrated the importance of development 
studies not going down the ‘fundamentalist route’ of just studying poverty, 
but focusing on wealth creation too.

We should 
be talking in a 
different language. 
No one introduces 
themselves as a 
poor person. 
Half of people’s 
poverty is 
removed when 
we deal with 
people as human 
beings
Ramesh Singh, 
ActionAid International

“

”
barbara 
harriss-White



appropriate concepts such as security, empowerment, 
citizenship and participation. This co-opting of language 
is, she argued ‘a tactic to gain or use power’.

listening to endogenous voices
Shalmali argued that development researchers need 
to do more to find ways of hearing non-traditional 
forms of knowledge to challenge the hegemonic 
‘knowledge monopoly’ that currently exists.

However, Mike Edwards identified the persistent 
problem that development research has in legitimising 
different forms of knowledge and knowing. In order 
to hear endogenous voices, we will need to develop 
the capacity ‘to understand inter-personal as well as 
structural factors, politics as well as economics, global 
forces as well as local detail, history as well as the 
present.’ Adebayo agreed urging that ‘we must listen 
more and more to endogenous voices, engage them 
in ways that make our conversations less incestuous 
and our methodologies less self-fulfilling’.

This will be no easy task, since, as Shalmali noted, 
while development research has become increasingly 
detached from realities in the South, it has not 
become any less powerful as a system of thought in 
the world. Business as usual, then, could lead us to 
‘powerful irrelevance’, a very dangerous path indeed.

‘Home-grown’ solutions were seen as key by both 
the Roundtable participants and our speakers. As a 
participant in the Dhaka Roundtable noted, ‘of all 
development initiatives (in Bangladesh), the 
domestic ones have been the most successful.’ 
William Easterly argued that the top-down planners 
in the development industry can never have enough 
information to know what are the right interventions, 
in the right place, at the right time. Instead, we must 
look for and support political, social and economic 
‘searchers’, those who act on local incentives to 
develop projects that can be scaled up to gradually 
improve the lot of poor people.

rediscovering theory
barbara harriss-White (from Queen Elizabeth 
House, Oxford) reflected on the contribution that 
IDS has made, particularly in its early years to ‘theory 
building’ and suggested that a rediscovery of theory 
is needed in order to reinvent development research. 
She argued that the central concern of development 
studies used to be to understand the specificities of 
capitalism in order to shape and improve the terms 
under which the peripheral countries were 
incorporated into the world system and to regulate 

the damage caused by capitalism. For a long time, 
she noted, ‘development studies was made up of a 
body of people who rejected the notion that the 
only solution was mindless incorporation into the 
global capitalist system.’

Having negotiated the assault against the very idea 
of development and the notion that there needed 
to be special theory in the 1980s, development 
studies has been influenced by theories including 
rational choice and neo-classical institutional 
economics, which have led to reductionism and 
stylisation of the field. There has been a proliferation 
of eclecticism and hyper-empiricism, plus the 
growth of post-modernism which emphasises the 
study of texts and words, rather than action on the 
ground. Barbara argued that development studies is 
now suffering from acute theory fatigue and as a 
result, we have lost sight of the ‘C’ word, capitalism, 
‘the elephant in the room’, which in a new era of 
global development has unleashed climate change.

In his presentation, Wolfgang Sachs made it 
abundantly clear that climate change, or climate 
chaos as he preferred to call it, requires fundamental 
rethinking of everything we do and the ways we 
think about the world. Forget about the fight for 
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Conference discussions (2)
‘In Brazil, we talk about ‘decaf’ gender: They take the power out; we have to 
struggle to put it back in’. – Cecelia Sardenberg

This perspective from Cecilia Sardenberg, one of the panellists in the 
working group on Power and Inequality, on the de-politicisation of gender in 
development work, was familiar to many of the participants. alyson brody 
introduced the session by tracing some of the key historical moments in 
gender and development over the last 40 years, arguing that each of these 
moments is marked by a struggle to find a revitalised language for thinking 
about inequalities between women and men. In 2006, she asked, is the term 
‘gender’ still a useful concept for grasping contemporary issues of power and 
inequality? ruth Pearson said ‘I don’t think it was ever relevant to talk about 
gender – the phrase was gender relations, and there is all the difference in 
the world’. Ruth argued that it remains crucial to apply gender as an 
analytical lens to interrogate complex global processes like migration. 
However, andrea Cornwall argued that ‘gender’ as a term has run its 
course. Because it is such an abstract concept, it leads to over-simplification 
and gender myths, which have not been helpful for real women. The group 
noted that concepts of empowerment and autonomy were also problematic, 
having entered the lexicon of development ‘buzz words’. Andrea asked, 
“what would it look like if we re-theorised the ‘power’ in empowerment 
from the perspectives of women in the South?”

Continues over page ➤
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edwards

Are we 
fit purpose? 
Maybe not. But 
in perhaps the 
most important 
way, we are: 
we know that 
we have to 
change
Lawrence Haddad, IDS

“

”



global fairness, unless you are an environmentalist: 
there can be no equity without ecology, he argued. 
Linking the pursuit of justice with the idea of 
development, specifically growth, has been a 
cornerstone of development discourse for the last 
50 years but, he suggested, ‘with the emergence of 
bio-physical limits, growth has lost its innocence’.

achieving global equity
Wolfgang Sachs identified two choices in his 
presentation. Either the conventional models of 
wealth remain stable and unchanged, and thus 
unachievable for the majority of the world, which will 
lead us to a global apartheid. Or, if we want to 
achieve global equity, we must reinvent conventional 
models of wealth, to be more ‘resource light’. In 
recognition of the need and entitlement of poor 
countries to occupy a larger environmental space than 
they have in the past, he argued that the North needs 
to contract while the South’s consumption will 
converge towards it to achieve more sustainable 
prosperity for all. While the availability of carbon and 
colonies has enabled the creation of a world that is 
placeless, timeless and lifeless, a world where a lack of 
local fit and lack of adaptation to the environment has 
to be paid for with the use of fossil fuels and imported 
materials, sustainable prosperity will require us ‘to 
learn not how to give more, but how to take less’.

Achieving equity through the global system was also 
a concern of José antonio ocampo. From a personal 
perspective as Under Secretary General of the UN, 
he reflected on the challenges facing the UN in the 
next 40 years. He argued that the UN is a forum for 
international consensus and for generating ideas. 
But, he identified the inherent weaknesses of a 
system based on nation states and one where the 
tensions between power and representation have not 
yet been resolved. How can the UN hold nation 
states to account for their economic and social 
commitments, he asked. Could the peer review 
process, which has been used in institutions such as the 
IMF, WTO and OECD be usefully applied to the UN?

For Joanna Kerr (of AWID), reinventing 
development research to achieve global equity 
means recognising the centrality of human 

relationships. She highlighted the importance of 
talking about sexuality, a topic that was ‘barely 
audible’ in the Roundtable process despite the fact 
that, due to the HIV/AIDS pandemic, literally millions 
of lives depend on healthy sexual relations. Joanna 
argued that rethinking sexuality, bringing it out of 
the private domain, is key to building good health, 
well-being, human rights and empowerment, 
without which there can be no global equity.

how does development 
research need to change?
Several of the speakers identified the need to shift 
our research from a focus on development to a 
focus on social change. As John humphrey 
acknowledged, one of the major changes of the 
past 40 years has been greater heterogeneity in the 
South. If it ever made sense to talk about a unified 
‘developing world’, the differences between 
countries such as Brazil and Niger, China and Bolivia 
now make that a redundant frame for understanding 
the world. There are no longer just two development 
stories in the world, one of the rich countries, one 
of the poor countries.

The limitations of a binary worldview
Participants at the Roundtable hosted by CODESRIA 
noted that ‘problems are not a monopoly of the 
South and solutions a monopoly of the North’. At 
the conference Adebayo Olukoshi argued that the 
view that divides the world into the binary opposites 
of North and South serves to ‘dichotomise complex 
realities with the consequence that we lose the 
nuance and expunge the messy bits from our 
narrative’. However, it is these messy realities that 
are vital for a proper understanding of the processes 
of social change that we want to study.

Whether or not a North/South framework remains 
valid, given the rapid rise of China and India could it 
be that in the next 40 years, the relationship 
between East and West will be the lens through 
which we best understand the world? China’s 
increasing economic power was a major concern 
for many of the Roundtables, particularly those in 
Africa. At the Roundtable in Nairobi one participant 
observed, ‘China seems to have a strategy for Africa, 
but Africa does not have one for China.’
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Conference discussions (3)
‘Within the aid industry, culture has only been taken into account as an explanation 
for people’s lack of development.’ – Linda Waldman

‘Cultural cleavages’ were identified as an emergent issue for development by 
several of the Roundtables, partly arising out of the tensions generated by 
the war on terrorism, but it was noted that these cleavages are as much 
within the West and within Islam. As one participant in the Governance 
working group noted, ‘the one thing that links the US and Iran is the 
influence of religion on government policy’. However, Oslo Roundtable 
participants cautioned against specifying religion as the cultural cleavage that 
always matters most, observing the tendency of development to be blind to 
something one minute, and blinded by it the next. In the working group 
session on Identity, Culture, Sexuality and Development, linda Waldman 
opened the discussion by noting that the concept of culture is ill-defined and 
is often used as a catch-all to encompass knowledge, belief, art, morals, law 
and habits. Despite this broad definition, ‘culture’ is often cited as the reason 
why development efforts have not worked, rather than reflecting on the 
shortcomings of particular interventions, or the problems of development as 
a whole. Where culture has been incorporated into policies, it if often 
assumed that all culture is traditional, rather than differentiated and 
constantly evolving. 

If we
want to achieve 
global equity, 
we must reinvent 
conventional 
models of
wealth to be 
more ‘resource- 
light’
Wolfgang Sachs, 
Wuppertal Institute

“

”
Joanna Kerr



Although the emergence of the so-called Asian 
Driver economies of India and China is clearly a huge 
global challenge, Adebayo was not the only speaker 
to argue that a binary worldview – North/South 
or East/West – is not a helpful way of framing 
development research. Presenting his vision of 
revolutionary social science, mike edwards argued 
that we need to shift away from an ‘us and them’ 
framework. He asked, what have we got to lose? 
‘All you have to do is recognise that problems and 
solutions are not bounded by artificial definitions 
of geography or economic condition.’ He 
demonstrated his point by noting that HIV infection 
rates are as high among certain groups of African-
American women in the USA as in sub-Saharan 
Africa, and for similar reasons. And yet, at the 
moment it is hard to imagine researchers in either 
sub-Saharan Africa or the USA producing analyses 
of the issues that make these connections or look 
at the problem from several different angles.

Co-creation of 360 degree research
This is not an argument for research which is not 
grounded in specific contexts, but for what 
Lawrence called ‘360 degree research’, which 
focuses on social change in different contexts and 
from different angles, producing a family of 
development stories, which can learn from one 
another. Put another way, Mike Edwards argued 
that we should be co-creators of knowledge, rather 
than practitioners of detached scholarship that 
divides the world into producers and consumers. ‘Is 
our aim to strengthen pockets of knowledge 
connected to decision-making elites, or knowledge 
and capacity broadly dispersed throughout society in 
order to underpin democratic processes of influence, 
problem-solving, mediation and accountability?’

What price policy influence?
Both Adebayo and Barbara Harriss-White were 
concerned about the affect that our drive for policy 
influence with decision-making elites is having on 
our research. Adebayo argued that researchers’ links 
to the aid industry mean that we are increasingly 
subject to their changing agendas, with research 
being driven by fads and buzz words. Barbara noted 
that the core functions of bureaucracies in relation 
to policy have become outsourced and as a result, 
policy has become commodified.

Outsourcing will increasingly be the model of many 
donors, which are currently aiming to do more, in 
more difficult contexts, with the same number or 
fewer staff. In terms of attracting funding, on the 
surface this may appear to be good news for 
research institutes like IDS. However, Barbara 
argued, outsourcing can have a negative impact on 
the quality of evidence produced, especially if 
accountability mechanisms are weakened, as well as 
the capacity of policymakers to process the vast 
amounts of information produced. Barbara used a 
model by Michael Burawoy, Professor of Sociology 
at the University of California, to illustrate the 
dominance of instrumental knowledge production 
in development research.

She argued that this leads to development research 
being conducted according to a shopping list of 
policy themes: security, climate change, gender, 
urban development and so on. At the same time, 
our capacity or willingness to produce reflective 
knowledge, to theorise development has weakened, 

leaving us with themes without theory. This leaves 
development studies in a difficult place, since 
fundamental issues such as climate change and 
gender are not just policy themes to be added onto 
the list to be researched, rather they demand robust 
theory in order to understand and change the 
world we live in.

Where is research located?
The location of research – either commodified in 
the private domain, or a common good in the 
public sphere – also concerned Shalmali Guttal. 
While supportive of more research being carried 
out in the South, she observed that a shrinking 
state in many Asian countries means that public 
support for universities is also diminishing. In this 
context, fundraising from corporations is becoming 
a necessity with consequences for what is 
researched and how. Likewise, just because 
research is coming out of universities in the South, 
it does not necessarily mean that marginalised 
voices are being heard.

Mike Edwards asked, ‘does knowledge have a 
social purpose in animating the public sphere, or 
is it essentially a private activity that produces 
insights, increasingly on a commercial basis, for 
others in academia, or the sponsors of research in 
government and in the marketplace?’. The role 
of researchers of revolutionary social science, 
he suggests, should be to utilise knowledge in 
facilitating the essential public work of democratic 
deliberation and problem-solving.
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Spending more time in politics
Throughout the conference, our colleagues at Eldis ran a blog on the IDS 
website. This aimed to create a space for conference participants, as well as 
the many people we were not able to invite, to discuss the proceedings and 
network with one another. IDS MPhil student, ian macauslan wrote a daily 
journal at the conference. This is an extract from his account of the special 
Icons and Iconoclasts session featuring veteran politician Tony benn in 
conversation with BBC presenter Natasha Kaplinsky.

Tony Benn revealed no 
secrets; in fact, despite 
his charm, wit and claim 
to honesty – now that 
he has retired from the 
House of Commons to 
‘spend more time in 
politics’ he feels he can 
say what he wants – 
I felt that he rarely 
actually answered any 
questions, slipping 
instead into beautifully 
delivered historical 
anecdotes and jokes. No 
one seemed to mind. He was disarmingly clear on the fact that he thought you 
learn most from your experience, rather than your reading, and that it’s best to 
make honest mistakes rather than not trying. Of course, he said, it’s bad for 
politicians to be wrong, and it’s also sometimes bad to be ahead of your time, but 
‘whether you’re ahead of your time or wrong is a matter of judgement.’ He was 
wonderfully frank, I thought, on the war on terror. He is passionately opposed to 
war, having fought in one, and was very sceptical about the motives for the Iraq 
war, which he said is immoral and unwinnable, but also concerned about 
Afghanistan, which is just as unwinnable. Tony Benn wasn’t sure whether he was 
icon or iconoclast, but his insightful perspectives removed all doubt from my mind.

Tony benn with 
Natasha Kaplinsky

Continues over page ➤

What we 
should be doing 
is joining forces 
to break down the 
aid wall that 
divides the rich 
and the poor 
William Easterly, 
University of New York
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Funding the revolution
Southern researchers need funding which enables them 
to shape their own agendas for social change. In this 
context, conference participants particularly welcomed 
the announcement from Leader of the House of 
Lords and former Secretary of State for International 
Development, valerie amos committing DFID to core 
fund Southern development institutes, a vital prerequisite 
for enabling co-production of knowledge and 360 
degree perspectives.

Joanna Kerr was also concerned about ‘funding the 
revolution’, particularly focusing on the diminishing 
resources for women’s rights and civil society more 
generally. As the new aid modalities increasingly focus on 
direct budget support and charitable foundations prefer 
to fund larger organisations, vital work at grassroots level 
is being left behind. This is of particular concern given 
what Joanna called the depoliticisation and evaporation 
of gender equality priorities through gender mainstreaming.
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Following a lively panel discussion where invited guests 
(William easterly from New York University, David Croft from 
Cadbury Schweppes plc, ramesh Singh from ActionAid and 
Sue owen from DFID), Lawrence summed up what he had heard 
during the conference conversations over the preceding three days.

Our achievements as development researchers have been 
significant: human development, adjustment with a human face, 
the livelihoods perspective, and participatory approaches come 
to mind. But many of the big ideas that have influenced 
development outcomes and policies – feminism, the green 
movement, our understanding of the role of the state, to name 
a few – come from outside the development world. 

To make development research even more relevant for the next 
40 years, we have to globalise it. To best understand how change 
can occur and how we can contribute to it, we need to become 
less slavish to geographic and economic boundaries. Some 
problems are so global in scope they can only be understood by 
bringing together perspectives from around the world. Other 
problems may be more local, but much may be learned about 
them from elsewhere – from rich and poor places alike. 

Viewing problems in this way is also more likely to reduce 
imbalances in the way we set up research teams across countries. 
The presence of Southern perspectives is crucial if the global 

knowledge pool is to be more relevant to the problems of 
the poorest countries and, I would argue, the increasingly 
interconnected problems of the richer countries. Globalising 
development research will take us away from the easy mindset 
that problems are a monopoly of the South and solutions the 
monopoly of the North.

Did we reinvent development research in the course of the IDS 
fortieth anniversary events? No. But did we achieve much more 
than I had thought possible? Yes. And I want IDS to be at the 
forefront of the debate about what this reinvention should look 
like. We will feed the results of this process into a number of 
research prioritisation processes underway within the UK, in the 
US foundations, the European Commission and many fora 
elsewhere. We will produce a number of written outputs and 
we will begin doing things differently at IDS, starting with the 
2007 Development Studies Association conference on Science 
and Development, which we are hosting. 

Adebayo Olukoshi said that our fortieth Anniversary marked the end 
of the beginning for IDS. I believe it also marked the start of a process 
to make IDS as path-breaking today as it was 40 years ago. We now 
look forward to working with our partners and networks to reinvent 
development research so it can make a greater positive difference 
to the lives of those living in deprivation and suffering injustice.

below lawrence 
haddad (centre) 
answers a question 
from the floor at 
the conclusion to 
the conference

What does this mean for what we do and how?

using the tactics of others 
The idea that we have much to learn from the 
tactics of others was raised by several of the 
speakers. While recognising the role of 
universities in revolutionary social science, Mike 
Edwards argued that we need to nurture new 
institutional forms that combine the skills of 
activists as well as researchers (or ‘pracademics’ 
and ‘acadavists’). He observed that it has been 
through coalitions like this, through dominating 
the environment in which decisions are made, 
that conservatives have been able to take over 
the intellectual and political agenda in the United 
States. Mike suggested that, while seeking to 
facilitate rather than dominate, we should learn 
from these tactics. Barbara also referred to the 
effort of thinkers like Friedrich Hayek to spread 
neoliberal ideas throughout the academy, as a 
deliberate political strategy.



Further reading
‘Challenging 
Orthodoxies, 
Influencing Debates’, 
IDS Bulletin volume 37, 
number 4 (September 
2006), edited by 
Stephen Devereux and 
Caroline Knowles

Lawrence Haddad 
(2006) ‘Reinventing 
Development Research: 
Listening to the IDS40 
Roundtables’, Background 
paper prepared for 
the IDS40 conference, 
Brighton: IDS

‘Reinventing 
Development Research’, 
IDS Bulletin volume 38, 
number 2 (forthcoming 
March 2007), edited by 
Lawrence Haddad and 
Caroline Knowles

Other resources
Reports from the 
46 Roundtables are 
available to download 
on the IDS website: 
www.ids.ac.uk/ids/
alumni/iDS40rtreports.
html

Download the 
conference report, 
newsletter, video clips, 
podcast and blog from 
the IDS40 conference 
pages: 
www.ids.ac.uk/ids/
aboutids/anniv/
conference.html
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Other conference events

Robert Chambers
The Vice Chancellor announced the award of an 
honorary degree to Robert, who has defined the 
way in which we think about development, and 
yet who retains a real modesty and continued 
enthusiasm for questioning the way we work.

Book launch
Stephany Griffith-Jones and José Antonio Ocampo 
celebrated the publication of their latest book 
(International Finance and Development) at a 
special lunch-time gathering.

IDS40 Conference News
With so much going on, delegates were able to 
catch up on summaries of the plenary presentations, 
working group highlights, participants’ viewpoints 
and memorable quotes in a daily newsletter 
produced by the IDS communications team in 
association with id21.

Hans Singer bus
We marked the passing of Hans Singer (1910-2006), 
our best-loved and oldest Fellow, in true Brighton-
and-Hove style with the naming in his honour of a 
Number 25 bus which will run between the city 
centre and the university..
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