CHAPTER THREE

FIRST PERSON
Putting people at the centre
of development
The last 10 years have seen significant attempts by
development academics and practitioners to transform the
development process by insisting that it become more peoplecentred [1]. The wisdom of conventional experts and
technocrats with their blueprints for economics, agriculture,
education and health has been challenged and exposed as being
out of touch with the needs and experience of the poor, and
often obstructive to their real hopes for change. Participatory
development is now seen as the best approach for achieving
change, allowing people to become agents and not just objects
of the development process.
The experience of NGOs and other development agencies,
combined with the increasing amount of social science research
now taking place in development, has confirmed the
importance of taking account of the voice and experience of
poor communities themselves if change is to be effective.
Robert Ghambers, of Britain's Institute of Development Studies
in Sussex, has led the way in calling for "professional
reversals", by which development workers become the listeners
and learners, while those whose lives they intend to "develop"
are increasingly recognised as the teachers and experts. At the
heart of this reversal is the need for effective dialogue between
the development establishment and the people who will be the
agents of change, a dialogue that is likely to be primarily oral,
and to feature a strong historical perspective.
Oral culture
A first step in any development dialogue, therefore, must be to
acknowledge and respect the predominantly oral culture of
many poor communities. An essentially oral culture will be
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unfamiliar to most development workers and researchers.
Many will have been brought up m highly literate societies and
will be used to testing and communicating their ideas on paper
L o u g h the written word. Others may have become detached
from the oral culture of their families by receiving formal.
Western-influenced education.
, .„ . .
A• ^
Such people can find themselves strangely ill-informed in a
society where the written word has less importance than the
spoken word. They become the ignorant ones, with little access
to the knowledge possessed by the community. And, )ust as
oral cultures can be suspicious of the printed word, because it
expresses power and law, so literacy breeds its own scepticism
and suspicion about oral information and knowledge. The
subjective and selective nature of memory, the power of
community or personal myth, the different ways of estimating
and recording time, quantity, distance and so o n - a l l these fuel
the tendency of the literate to devalue oral evidence.
Because of these factors, large parts of people's experience
and expertise c a n - a n d often d o e s - r e m a i n invisible to
development workers, and untapped during development
planning. Robert Rhoades has wryly observed how this
invisibility surrounds the knowledge and innovations of the
world's poor farmers, who "seldom record their
accomplishments in writing, rarely write papers about their
discoveries, and do not attach their names and patents to these
discoveries [2]." All too often, the tendency in development
circles remains the same: if it is not written, it is not heard or
discussed.
If the voice of poor communities is to be heard more otten, it
will have to be predominantly through oral encounters and
exchanges. A major part of participatory development and
"professional reversals" therefore involves development
workers adapting to oral communication and accepting its
value. This is not as simple as it might seem. Many literate
people lack the skills needed in an oral culture—skills like
listening, asking, telling, using ritual expressions, memorising
and handing on information by word of mouth alone. An
international oracy campaign for development workers would
be a useful complement to the world's many literacy
programmes.
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Another central element of effective development dialogue is
an understanding and appreciation of history and social
change. Most poverty and inequality has a pattern and a
history, and any improved future for a community must unfold
from a knowledge of the strengths and weaknesses of its
present and its past. Inequalities may have roots in a number of
different factors—political, economic, environmental, cultural,
personal—all of which have a historical dimension.
The greater part of any discussion about development
focuses on change. A process of enquiry and description forms
the first step, as communities recount and identify the nature of
their poverty, and development workers try to understand it. A
significant part of this exchange should involve analysis of the
past. As interventions are identified and the project takes
shape, a historical perspective continues to be required so that
the impact of the project can be evaluated over time.

Oral testimony and development
There are a variety of ways in which people's testimony can be
used practically and effectively in relief and development work.
The rest of this chapter looks at different kinds of development
activity in which the collection and interpretation of oral
testimony has a part to play.

Reclaiming indigenous technical knowledge
People's technical knowledge and expertise about the
environment in which they live—referred to as indigenous
technical knowledge (ITK)—includes skills and practices in
agriculture, health, botany, nutrition, arts, crafts, business and
trading; Oral testimony projects can be used to discover the
evolution of particular techniques and to uncover people's
expertise and experience. Such investigations can help project
workers gain an understanding of past experiments and
innovations, and thus steer clear of re-invention. It also means
that technical discussions can begin with everyone on an equal
footing and avoids the situation where the extension worker
persuades people to adopt practices they know to be
inappropriate.
In India, the Honey Bee project collects the traditional
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Documenting traditional knowledge and contemporary
innovation
Honey Bee, an informal newsletter started in India in 1990, represents an attempt to collec
and share he knowledge and skills of farmers and artisans, while avoiding the potential
a s ot knowledge extraction. As well as documenting innovations, traditional prao ices
d e lets, it actively lobbies for the protection of the intellectual P^P^^V rights
rassroots innovators, by creating pressure "so that anyone using farmers knowledge w
feel responsible for sharing the returns with the innovators in kind, cash or honor^ Those
involved have developed a database and are trying "to create controls within an
international registration system so that innovations catalogued in the database are not
available without the explicit permission of the trust registering these innovations [27].
Honey Bee generates debate not only about sustainable alternatives based on people s
knowledge systems, but also about the relationship between this and more formal systems
When the magazine invited comment on farmers' practices from veterinary and agricultural
scientists, they judged quite a number of the practices "invalid". This provoked a spinted
exchange of views.
Some members of the Honey Bee network telt that even the suggestion that validation
by scientists was worthwhile implied a false superiority on the part of modern or Western
science Others queried the basis of the scientists' comments. When they labelled
something as "needing verification", what kind of verification did they mean? If farmers find
that something works, what further verification is necessary? When they consider
something to be "unscientific", are scientists simply betraying the fact that they lack the
appropriate framework through which to understand or explain traditional knowledge?
Editor Anil Gupta believes that dialogue between institutional scientists and farmer
innovators is essential, while acknowledging that the relationship between the two systems
is not always easy. The hope is that turthering the debate will enable some of the
boundaries to be crossed and encourage the development of methodologies so that
farmers and academics can work together to conduct experiments in the field. Gupta also
hopes that Honey Bee will correct "the impression some people have that traditional
knowledge is frozen in time and has to be resurrected in purely archival fashion", whereas
such knowledge is not in fact static, but is continually evolving to suit changing conditions.
Honey Bee has a strong networking role, appealing to researchers, development
workers, activists and farmers in many countries to identify and share local knowledge. In
areas where the oral tradition is strong and remains an important means of generating and
disseminating knowledge, farmers' practices and innovations can remain hidden from the
"experts" unless they are prepared to take the time to listen. The term "resource-poor"
farmers, often applied to those ekeing out a living from arid lands, is an indication of this
deafness, for it is precisely those who manage to practise agriculture in an environment
which defeats many modern attempts who can truly be regarded as resourceful. Indeed,
the majority of the innovative practices documented by Honey Bee come from dry regions.
A further example of the value of breaking down the barriers between institutional and
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non-formal systems comes from West Africa where, after several major outbreaks of the
Variegated Grasshopper devastated crops, extensive studies on the pest were undertaken.
One strand of the work concentrated on farmers' knowledge: the researchers found that
farmers were well aware of the insect's ecology (its relationship with the environment) and
in certain cases made suggestions for control which anticipated the findings of the more
conventional technical studies.
They concluded that the research of the outside scientists would have been "more
useful and cost-effective if farmers' knowledge regarding grasshopper ecology had been
considered from the outset. Instead, scientists apparently reconstructed information that
was already available [from the farmers] and missed other data that the farmers could have
provided." One of the most significant sources was the oral histories, which yielded much
valuable information about the timing and severity of previous grasshopper attacks and the
relative significance of damage to different crops [28].

knowledge and innovations of farmers and disseminates them
through a magazine. The project has so far documented 500
innovative practices and applies scientific research to assess
and develop them. In Bolivia, the Gentro de Investigación y
Promoción Educativa works with Aymara and Quechua
people. It draws on elderly people's knowledge and experience
to recover traditional Andean agricultural techniques and
revive important social practices (see p26).
Research carried out by British agriculturalist Ken Wilson
with elderly farmers, to construct an "environmental history" of
Mazvihwa in Zimbabwe, uncovered a wealth of expert
knowledge on land use and soil conservation [3]. Mazvihwa is
an area of communal land in the dry southern part of
Zimbabwe which was settled between 1920 and 1950 by people
expelled from nearby ranches. It is a marginal arid area, not
well suited to agricultural production and requiring great skill
to farm. Interviews revealed detailed knowledge of the history
and causes of soil erosion and many practical ideas about
gulley control, contour ridges, ploughing patterns and land use
which could minimise further erosion (see overleaf).
Wilson's research discovered that a substantial part of this
local agricultural knowledge has been forced to remain idle in
recent times, as successive government policies required people
to settle and cultivate in ways that went against their better
judgement. These policies have made farming an increasingly
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The cost of no consultation
The arid marginal lands ot the Mazvihwa region of Zimbabwe still bare the scars of the
Rhodesian govemment's centralisation policy of the 1960s, when the authorities overrode
traditional farming practices and ordered the deforestation and cultivation of previously
untouched toplands. Local farmers, who were not consulted at the time but spoke t e i r
minds through an oral history project in the 1980s, recognised that this practice as well as
other aspects of centralisation have greatly accelerated soil erosion in the region [29]. The
new linear layout of housing settlements, for example, meant that the traditional system for
the design and management of paths for people and cattle was abandoned. New paths had
fo fit in with the imposed centralised settlement patterns and even accommodate
govemment Landrovers. They were seen as another major cause of the proliferation of
gulleys and high degree of soil erosion, as a local farmer, Mr Chibidi, explained:
In fhe old days pattis were carefully laid out Tttey used to zig-zag. If one developed a
gulley it would be moved. With centralisation, pattis were defined between the
fieldsJots of people use them endlessiy without changing them. Also people make
their own short cuts without thiriking.
Before centralisation, according to Mr Chikombeka, another farmer, careful soil
conservation practices were followed:

People had a lot of knowledge about this. They fenced their homes with gates that
would direct the movement of people. If a road was bad it would be stopped. Cases
over this cculd be brought to a court, it was a crime. In the 1950s peopte could stilt be
fined for bad behaviour in regard to paths....lf a gulley started, people avoided using
that section of the path. They simply toid people not to, cutting a branch of chitarara
(gardenia spatulifolia), placing it across the old path. This tree has its iaws. They then
pegged logs in the incipient gulley and put in leaves to trap the sand so that grass
would grow.
The so-called technical expertise of the government agriculturalists also contributed to the
worsening soil erosion. Farmers disagreed with the govemment policy of controlling bush
encroachment in the grazing areas. This "de-bushing" policy had existed since the 1930s
and was based on the principle that tewer shrubs and trees would allow for more plentiful
grass. It has continued to be actively encouraged by government extension workers.
However, the local farmers have always recognised that more grass and less bush results
in more soil erosion and tewer woodland products. The government's introduction of oxploughing to replace intensive hoe cultivation is equally regretted by the Mazvihwa farming
community. It has been another factor changing the way in which soil and water behave in
the watershed and has made for faster and more concentrated patterns, as Mr Magwidi
described:
Water used to be scattered in the landscape; now it is concentrated and flows to
the rivers...When you plough across a slope it ieads to water collecting at one
place, and when it gets an outlet it will do so with great force.
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The oral history interviews recorded during this research gave farmers a chance to explain
their knowledge and recount the history of agricultural mismanagement in their area. Much
of their testimony was verified by extensive aerial photographs of Mazvihwa in 1939. These
show that conditions in the watershed then were not as bad as they are today and provide
evidence of the effectiveness of the previous systems of land management. The farmers'
oral testimony also shows how local people's farming experience and expertise—their
indigenous technical knowledge—can so often remain unheard and be overridden by
centralised policy and planning, in this case for several decades.

risky business and greatly accelerated the rate of environmental
degradation in the area.
The farmers' main complaint focused on the Rhodesian
government's "centralisation" policy of the 1960s which had
forced them to live in villages laid out in straight lines and
allowed them to farm only certain parts of any watershed. They
described how they had previously always farmed the fertile
riverine areas of the watersheds and left the toplands as forest
and bush. The government reversed this practice, outlawing the
farming of alluvial soils along the rivers and ordering the
deforestation and cultivation of the toplands. The memory of
this experience is bitter. One farmer, Mr Ghikombeka,
graphically explained how soil erosion had worsened with the
farming of the toplands:
If I fall from where I am sitting now, I won't hurt myself. But if I
fall from the top of my house I will be bruised, just the same is
the effect of making people farm far from the rivers: the run-off
builds up and has got power to erode, carrying a lot of soil.

The farmers' views were presented in a report to key policy
makers in Zimbabwe's Ministry of Lands, Agriculture and
Resettlement, with much of the oral testimony quoted
verbatim. The report generated an unusually high level of
response from the ministry staff. As their comments indicated,
they were particularly struck by reading the words of the
farmers themselves: "For me the highlight of the paper is the
extremely perceptive comments from the informants"; and "It
confirms that people who live on and by the land know a great
deal more about their environment than do classroom
technocrats like me." This study is a good example of how a
collection of authoritative oral testimony, well presented, can
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Reclaiming past skills
In the harsh climate and tough conditions of Bolivia's altiplano, men and women in their 40s
r th
de of their communities. The high altitude, freezing winters and poor so s
mbine with malnutrition and a lack ot basic services all contribute to a low life
expectancy (55.4 years for women and 51 for men), Yet, despite the closeness of
qenerations traditional knowledge and practices are fast disappearing.
In the northem region of the department of Potosí, one of the poorest and most isolated
in Bolivia, a severe drought in the 1980s caused irreparable damage to the a/i/p/ano, as
springs and rivers ran dry, soils were eroded and traditional grazing Ian s, along with the
native plants and animals, gradually receded. The consequent loss of producjve land
dramatically increased the practice of male migration, leaving the elderly and mothers and
children to scratch a living from the inhospitable surroundings on their own.
The Aymara were the original inhabitants of the region and although they have
aradually integrated with the Quechua, their social and political systems-the ay//us-have
survived Essentially the ayllus is an area of land (with no clearly defined boundary)
encompassing a number of communities bound together by common local government,
judicial and educational systems, as well as by ritual and spiritual custom. But worsening
economic conditions are now eroding the old pattems of life, one consequence of which is
the increasing marginalisation of the old, and the vulnerable, such as widows and orphans.
With support from HelpAge International, the Centro de Investigación y Promoción
Educativa (CIPE) is working with these communities to recover some of the practices of
mutual support and solidarity and to involve the elderly in activities which will both raise
awareness of and enhance their contributions to their community's future development.
All CIPE workers in this project originate from the altiplano themselves, speak the local
languages and are familiar with the ayllus. With the agreement of the aytlu assemblies,
parts of the common land have been ceded for the use of the fitter older people, and their
traditional ways of planting, fertilising and irrigating open land have been documented by
CIPE agricultural technicians. While the soils have undoubtedly deteriorated over the years,
the customary cultivation techniques-which rely on intimate knowledge of a fragile
ecosystem rather than on technology and chemical inputs-may offer a more economic
and sustainable level of productivity. With the communities' help, CIPE workers have also
recorded details ot all the medicinal plants in the area, as well as their uses.
The knowledge of the elderly is being actively sought in other ways. Many of the older
women have taken up the invitation to demonstrate how garments, belts and bags are
woven in the beautiful traditional designs which were fast being torgotten. Older people are
also sharing their memories of daily life in the aitiplano, which are now being systematically
recorded. In a rapidly changing society, adversely affected by increasing poverty and
migration, the individual and collective experiences of life in the past which are emerging
may help to regenerate community solidarity and pride. The ayltus was an advanced
system of social organisation, with the traditions and the power to protect the most
vulnerable. If some ot the original survival mechanisms can be revived and adapted,
recollections of the past will have actively contributed to the region's future development.
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catch the attention of those in power. It shows how compelling
the words of real people can be. It is not easy to leave such
words buried in an in-tray. They demand an answer and tend
to haunt even the most hardened bureaucrat.

Disaster relief
Oral histories have proved particularly useful as a means of
understanding the ways in which people cope with the kind of
recurrent disasters such as drought, famine, flood and
displacement which affect many millions of people. In such
situations, people often make decisions according to precedent.
Many communities, for whom these disasters are part of life,
have a certain kind of crisis history which it is in their interest
to pass on from generation to generation and to take account of
in their decision-making. People fleeing conflict, for example,
will seek refuge in areas which have welcomed them before or
where they have some connections. People coping with
drought or famine will utilise strategies for procuring food or
grazing which have proved effective in the past. An
understanding of this crisis history becomes equally important
for relief and development workers if their programmes of
assistance are to be truly supportive of people's customary
coping strategies. Gonducting interviews is one important way
of finding out about these histories, but another source is oral
artistry. Times of disaster become part of the collective memory
and often gather around them a large body of songs, stories,
legends and proverbs. These, too, can be drawn upon to
understand events and piece together precedent.
Drought and famine
One example of the way in which a knowledge of history and
precedent is critical to people's survival strategies comes from
the Gabbra pastoralists. It demonstrates how important
"historical competence" is in the struggle for a livelihood in the
rangelands around the border between Kenya and Ethiopia [4].
Gabbra herdsmen are acutely aware of historical cycles which
determine climatic conditions in the area. Years are named in
cycles of seven, like days of the week, and the elders remember
precise weather patterns for each year as far back as 80 years.
By referring to this historical calendar they believe they can
identify weather cycles, and predict the weather for each
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coming year and so move their herds accordingly, as they or
their fathers did in the last similar cycle. The Gabbra also have a
detailed knowledge of genealogies within the tribe, which
record kinship patterns and obligations. Genealogy and descent
affect marital relations, the rights to residence and the sharing
of pasture and livestock. Paul Robinson, who researched and
documented the Gabbra calendar and cyclical view of life,
believes their oral rainfall data is extremely accurate when
compared with scientific data, and observed: "A correct
interpretation of climatic history, together with a thorough
knowledge of genealogical history and the linkages for
assistance that genealogy can provide, can...give a man and his
dependents a significant edge in all matters of livestock
management."
Oral history research in Malawi and Sudan has played an
important part in learning more about people's experience of
famine and their strategies for coping with it. During the 1980s
in Malawi, Megan Vaughan used oral history interviews to
delve back some 30 years and piece together the events of the
1949 famine. The findings drew attention to the need to
recognise the role of gender as an important variable in famine
relief policies [5]. The interviews provided a wealth of personal
detail about the iibombo, or social breakdown, of family and
community obligations to share food and income. In particular,
they revealed the extreme vulnerability of women during the
famine and their problems in gaining access to government
relief.
Vaughan's study is also a good example of how songs can be
a particularly fruitful source of oral testimony. She collected
women's songs, sung while pounding grain, which date from
the time of the famine and are still in common use. In the book
which resulted, she uses the songs alongside the interviews she
conducted, some 105 in total, to provide a particularly female
perspective on the famine. The interviews and songs both show
how the structure of society worked against women during the
famine: it was both matrilocal (when the husband goes to live
with the wife's group) and matrilineal (based on the female line
of ancestors). Because of their childcare responsibilities and
their position as owners and cultivators of land, women were
tied to their villages and were unable to make full use of the
wider variety of coping strategies available to men.
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Furthermore, because of the matrilineal system, many men did
not feel a strong sense of obligation to their wives and families.
When they migrated they often failed to return, or to send food
or cash. Ironically, the colonial government would not
recognise the women as family heads, and were tragically slow
to register them for relief. As a result, as the songs and
testimony reveal, women, their children and the elderly were
particularly isolated and were the most harshly affected by the
famine.
A number of pounding songs capture the marital tensions of
the famine days. One shows how strong the social pressure was
for men to migrate to support their families:
What type of husband are you
Staying at home with the women?
The other men are off to Mwenza now
Why not you?
You just stay here and your only 'work'
Is to fondle women.

Another song sums up women's feelings of abandonment when
men did migrate but then did not meet their obligations. So
many men failed to return that 1949 became known as "the year
of divorces":
We have suffered this year
Our men are divorcing us.
Oh, what shall we do with this hunger?

Other songs record how women were then forced to resort to
desperate measures and abnormal behaviour in order to
survive. Some were themselves forced to migrate, and become
prostitutes in the cities for the price of a meal:
7 must go to Limbe
And board a bus.
My body will pay for the fare.
In Lilongwe my body will do.
In Limbe it will do.
In Blantyre it will do.
And in Salisbury it will do.

Other women had no choice but to abandon the youngest
children and the very old, leaving them without food to sav3
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themselves and their other children. The women's songs
complement people's accounts, illustrating vividly the fact that
men had a greater number of survival strategies open to them
and underlining the role of gender and marital relations m
"shaping" disaster and creating "a pattern of suffering".
Similar oral history research by Alex de Waal into the 1985
famine in the Darfur region of Sudan involved 150 individual
and group interviews in eight villages, one area on the urban
outskirts and one famine camp [6]. Among other things, the
testimony gathered by de Waal showed how people's naming
of particular events can often highlight key issues and provide
a fertile starting point for further discussion and learning. In
naming previous famines, people in Darfur were distinguishing
between types of famine, and when they explained what the
names meant, they effectively described and categorised a wide
range of famine experience.
Like the Malawi study, de Waal's research aimed "to analyse
famine from the perspective of the rural people who suffered
it" and to encourage relief agencies "to listen to, debate with,
and understand people who suffer famine...who are, after all,
the proven experts at surviving famines". Listening to the
history of famine in Darfur from the late nineteenth century
onwards revealed people's current understanding of and
reactions to famine. It soon became obvious that "hunger is
only one manner of suffering". The varied character and
severity of different famines and the particular kinds of
suffering they engender are lost in the single English word
"famine", which has dominated and perhaps obscured relief
workers' and donor agencies' perceptions of the subject.
Relatively mild famines in Darfur, characterised mainly by
food shortages and very high grain prices, were given names
such as Um Goldi, which refers to the small measure of grain
available in a Goldi cigarette packet, or Abu Arobein (the father
of 40), which refers to the large number of piastres (coins)
required to buy a single measure of grain. When conditions
were more severe and people were forced to resort to the
despised practice of eating wild foods, famines were given
names such as Um Mukheita, the mother of mukheita, a berry
gathered and eaten in times of distress. The names of more
severe famines refer to the kind of disaster when more
important social conventions were violated. The great
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eighteenth century famine is remembered as Karo Tindel (eating
bones) and that of 1913-14 is called Ab jildai (father of the skins).
Both names recall a time when people resorted to the shameful
practice of eating animal carcasses rather than ritually
slaughtered meat.
Equally direct are the names which commemorate and
define the worst of all possible types of famine, when the
community breaks down and disperses, and people become
destitute and displaced. One such famine is known as ]ulu (the
wandering) and another as Nitlaaga (we'll meet again). Others
are more explicit still. Urn Siidur (mother of the chest) refers to a
time when people crawled upon their chests in desperation and
suffering, and the great famine of 1949 is remembered as Urn
Regeba (mother of the knees), to mark another period when
people were reduced to crawling and despair. The famine of
1984-85 is known as Ifza'una which means "save us" and speaks
of utter helplessness. It is also remembered as "Reagan", after
the American relief food that eventually arrived in the region.
This "hierarchy of names" and the way these experiences
were described and differentiated show that the major focus of
concern about famine for the people of Darfur was not that it
can cause hunger or even death, but that it can bring
destitution, destroy individual livelihoods and break down
their society. People's testimony confirmed that coping
strategies in the 1985 famine were aimed primarily at avoiding
destitution rather than simply staving off hunger. Their
accounts showed that survival strategies were sophisticated
and often involved levels of "planned hardship", with the
priority being the preservation of their way of life at all costs.
Such planning involved saving seed, staying on hand to plant,
and managing elaborate grazing strategies to preserve herds.
Glearly, what people were trying to do was much more
complex than food-aid agencies supposed. The oral testimonies
showed up important discrepancies between people's strategies
and those of relief agencies. The wider understanding which
resulted has consequently stimulated debate about how famine
relief can be made more appropriate, going beyond food-aid
interventions to include other supportive measures concerned
with the survival of herds, the continued functioning of market
mechanisms, preparation for future harvests and the
prevention of destitution and dispersal.
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War, displacement and refttgees
Oral histories have also proved useful in throwing hght on the
repercussions of war and the social consequences of
displacement. In Mozambique, Jovito Nunes used oral history
to trace the fortunes of two displaced groups in Zambezia: the
Tacuane-speaking people from Namanjavira and the Nyospeaking people from Eururuni [7]. Both groups were displaced
bv the civil war and forced to settle around the town of Mocuba
for several years between 1981 and 1991. In oral history
interviews collected by Nunes in 1992, people described the
intricate social and economic changes that occurred within their
societies when they took refuge amongst neighbouring people
(see overleaf). Their stories told not only of the struggle for
survival but also of the price paid for that survival. The
narratives make clear that these people knew what they needed
to make their survival easier and were of course best placed to
design their own relief programmes—but this was not to be.
Oral testimony collection like Nunes' work contributes to an
increasing recognition of the variety of refugee experience.
Instead of all displaced people being given the same "package"
of support, more appropriately targeted interventions should
be developed which build on a community's strengths and
minimise their particular vulnerabilities. Listening to the
experience and expertise of refugees themselves reveals many
more options for relief agencies working with the displaced.
Aid agency support of historically or economically based
strategies of self-settlement and survival, like those of the Nyo
people, may be a better response than the provision of set-piece
alternatives such as camps and relief aid. The first step in such a
process is the opportunity for each community to describe their
situation and voice their particular needs and priorities. In the
case of the Tacuane and Nyo peoples, this happened too late in
their period of displacement. Much more can be done for
refugees and the displaced if they are listened to earlier.
Factual history is not the only clue to people's strategies in
times of disaster. Stories collected from the Dinka in southern
Sudan, by British anthropologist and relief worker John Ryle,
show how the legends and tales which people tell about
disasters can reveal a great deal about their experience and
strategies during such events [8]. The stories told during the
war and famine which affected the Dinka people in 1988
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illustrate the significance of a certain kind of storytelling in a
time of extreme crisis: they set out the Dinka's priorities for
survival and also acted as a source of encouragement.
Ryle recounts how Wek Agoth, the chief of the Aguok,
described the impact of the 1988 war and famine by drawing on
stories of the great disaster which befell his people in the
Mahdiyya period of the 1890s, and also on some of the Dinka
creation myths. The stories seemed to stress the importance of
saving a way of life and preserving the future of the group,
over and above saving individuals. They showed that Dinka
notions of survival were different from those of the relief
agencies and this insight became key to understanding the
actions and reactions of the Dinka during the famine.
Furthermore, the stories themselves expressed firm hope for the
future and looked beyond the apparent hopelessness of famine
and war. They were exchanged between people and sustained
them in a way which made one Dinka, Joseph Malual, remark
that "stories are also a kind of food", highlighting how stories
and legends not only provide important technical information
about precedent and strategy in a disaster, but are of equivalent
spiritual value to a community in crisis.
Family tracing
Oral histories are frequently collected in the family tracing and
reunification programmes which often take place in the
aftermath of war or large-scale disasters. Wives, husbands and
children are separated; people are left destitute and out of
touch with their place of origin and extended family. The
accurate compilation of personal histories helps to uncover
people's particular journeys, mapping out the itinerary of their
displacement and collecting information about their homes and
family members. This information is then transcribed and sent
to other refugee centres or villages to be cross-checked with the
accounts of other separated persons.
A memorial to the largest example of this kind of tracing
programme is in the museum of the International Gommittee of
the Red Gross (IGRG) in Geneva. The case histories of the
millions of prisoners and refugees separated from their families
in the Second World War are kept there on display. Each file
tells its own tale of misery and separation. Some, but not all, tell
of eventual family tracing and reunification. IGRG's attempts to
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Displacement and survival strategies
An oral history project with two displaced communities in Mozambique revealed how their
different characteristics helped and hindered adaptation to changed circumstances [30],
The largest recorded movement of Tacuane-speaking people took place in 1986, when
13 000 fled to Mocuba, Mozambique, after a major RENAMO attack. Their testimonies
contain graphic descriptions of killing, flight and separation. On arrival they were given
shelter in government centres and emergency aid which lasted for two years, Dunng this
time, relations between the displaced and the host community deteriorated: "[The host
community] hated us because we received food and clothes," said Favor Mario.
But when official aid stopped, things went from bad to worse as the displaced people
inevitably became dependent on the local community. Their land allocations were too small
to allow self-sufficiency and they were forced to work as ganyo-ganyo (agricultural
labourers), often neglecting their own fields. They were soon totally dependent on,the
original inhabitants, who paid them in grain or clothes, Armindo Evazungo, one of the
Tacuane-speaking people, describes this vicious cycle:
Doing ganyo-ganyo this year means doing it next year and the following year
and so on. If, for example, your wife is going to do ganyo-ganyo that means that
you won't have enough people working on the family farm. This means that you
won't harvest very much and you will soon run out of your food reserve. You will
aiways be begging.
This virtual slave labour took on a new and damaging dimension when the host community
demanded that women only should work the fields. This division of labour was
unprecedented in Tacuane culture and was made worse by the fact that the employers only
paid them in women's clothes. Women suddenly had control of the resources in the
household. Deep feelings of animosity gradually developed: men felt marginalised and
powerless while women felt overworked and unsupported, Vineza Sabonete expressed the
women's point of view:
Men are becoming boring fellows these days. They behave like children just
because we do not bring them trousers. We are not supposed to sustain men;
they are supposed to sustain us. Look, i do ganyo-ganyo and I gain some
clothes. Sometimes I wear them myself or give them to the giris. I also made
sheets out of them for us and for the chitdren. Besides, who brings vegetabies
home? Me, not him. So he shouid thank me for that
Men's feelings of resentment and powerlessness increased and were reflected in a
collapse of social and sexual mores and a rise in insulting behaviour. With so many families
split up by the civil war, many women lacked uncles, fathers and husbands to protect them
and help resolve conflict. At the same time, the need tor kinship support and arbitration
grew as men's harassment of women increased. Flore Nhanala explains:
In our home area each man had his spear and nobody would dare to harass a
woman if they knew she was the wife, daughter or niece of such and such...but
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here most ot us do not have relatives and men are different. We have stopped
talking to them about what they do. There is no point in talking to them. They
start to drink. They bring us troubles because they have to cheat someone to
get the drink. They insult us. We don't talk any more...this is war. If this war
ended we could go back and they could work as they always did.
The Nyo-speaking people were displaced more gradually between 1981 and 1985, until
10,000 of them were living in the cramped bairro on the outskirts of Mocuba. Their
community survived much better than that of the Tacuane people by virtue of a more
entrepreneurial strategy. Their social and economic history had been more varied and they
had a tradition of migrant labour. This gave their community an important "elasticity" which
allowed them to continue trading and to adapt to separation and dispersal. They gravitated
naturally towards other migrant labourers and traders, settled themselves in this community
and so were not reliant on government assistance. Jovito Nunes, who collected the
interviews, notes that people spoke of a strong "ideology of mutual help", which was typical
of migrant labourers. The Nyo-speaking people were soon integrated into business and
trading networks, working in thatching, brick-making, and selling dried fish and maize on
the black market. Families also often separated by choice: husbands would do business in
the bairro while women cultivated land they had been given. Ernesto Nanguachinua
explained the system:
When I came here I didn't know anybody. I was given shelter by a family I didn't
know. I worked for them tor some time. I went to the fields with them in
Namagoa. They also had a business here in Mocuba, selling cigarettes, dried
tish, cooking oil and so on...I had to be patient. I learned the channels, how to
get things and where to sell them. I got on well with the head of the household
and he gave me a plot of land. Most of them have huge plots ot land in
Namagoa which they don't cultivate, but they won't give them to you unless they
trust you. To have these plots for yourself is very helpful because you have two
homes. Now because of war we consider our main home to be here....ln
Namagoa we have just a small hut for our wives and children to sleep in during
the week while we do business here. In October, November and December we
go there to help them because it is the height of the agricultural season. But
when they hear about a possible RENAMO attack they [wives and children] run
away and come back here.
This support system worked both ways, as Primo Manual explained:
If you live in a community like this where you don't have your real family you
must be clever. You must help others so that they can help you when you are in
need If I had no friends or contacts in this area I would get stuck....A true man
must move around here; you can't¡ust expect these things will come to you.
This kind of research into patterns of flight and survival shows the importance, if effective
support is to be given, of understanding people's particular asylum strategies, which have
often been developed over time and draw on established contacts and practices.
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unite families continue in many parts of the world to this
^
The social welfare ministries of an increasing number of
African governments have also developed tracing and
reunification programmes in recent years, to deal with arge
numbers of families separated as a result of years of civil war
[91 Countries such as Mozambique, Angola, Liberia, Uganda
and Ethiopia all have programmes in which social workers
collect the life stories and oral testimony of children and adults,
in an attempt to establish their identity and trace their
remaining family members. Much of this work is with children
and involves particularly sensitive interviewing work (see
Chapter Four, p73).

Cultural preservation and consciousness-raising
Effective development action often requires a sense of common
identity and purpose, which is difficult to generate when
people have become detached from or lost a sense of their
cultural roots: their history, values, and social and political
structures A weak cultural identity can make a community
more vulnerable to the imposition of development schemes
which may be inappropriate. And development which does not
reflect the values and culture of a society is unlikely to be
sustainable.
Throughout the world, traditional communities are
increasingly fragmented and undermined, particularly in rural
areas. This may be as a result of "westernisation" through the
media and educational systems, urbanisation and
industrialisation, or because of more violent ethnic conflict,
political repression or neglect, or economic pressures leading to
migration. In some cases it is a question of life and death: some
indigenous peoples are in danger of extinction. Others, such as
the Innu in Canada, hunters and gatherers forced to settle in
grim villages in the 1950s when their lands were taken up with
large-scale industrial development, feel so morally and
emotionally damaged by having to give up much of their way
of life, that many feel their existence has lost its meaning. In the
words of Rose Grégoire, an Innu social worker:
7 ahuays think about my mother, t think, "Why didn't I learn the
traditional things from her?" Today I can't make moccasins, 1
can't make anything....! feel so depressed at times, I really don't
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knoiv what to think. Sometimes 1 feel my lifestyle zoas robbed
from me. And then you tend to think you are nothing, not a
person and not an Innu ]10].

Reclaiming traditions, culture and language plays a crucial part
in rebuilding a common consciousness and sense of dignity and
purpose for people who have endured inequalities or
oppression of some kind. Allowing people to speak for
themselves in their own words has a key role to play in this
process.
In 1992, the Innu, only too aware of how their society was in
a downward spiral of unemployment, alcoholism and family
neglect, were shocked into action by the deaths of six children
in a house fire while their parents drank. They decided to hold
a People's Enquiry to look back at the last 30 years, to
encourage people to talk about their problems and start to
express their hopes and regain control over the future. The
result was a bilingual book called Gathering Voices: Finding
strength to help our children, which contained analysis, drawings,
photographs, stories, poems and the words of some 142 elders,
adults and children. The introduction states:
Our history has always been told to us through stories from our
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parents and grandparents. This gathering of voices tells the history of
our people at this point in time. We see tlns...as a tool to help us solve
our problems, on our road to recovery...an important building block m
our future discussions toumrds self-government [U].

A key part of the Innu's determined effort to overcome their
problems was to regain a sense of history and pride in their
traditions- "Our elders drink too much...because we don t care
and we don't listen to them. We don't hear them because we
drink too much, and we don't look after our children , "We
can't blame all our problems on alcohol. We have to blame
ourselves too, for not taking care of the caribou bones"; and
"We don't respect the animal spirits...we are losing our
traditions....We should get our culture and traditions back [12]."
Oral testimony projects like this can help to mobilise a
culture under threat, encouraging the revival of some traditions
and conveying them to current and future generations as well
as to outsiders. This, in turn, serves to define community
identity more clearly and boost confidence. In many such
projects, the process of reclaiming tradition is combined with
an active educational function. Stories, songs, histories and
technical knowledge which have been gathered in this way can
be put to creative use within school curricula, adult literacy
projects or in health education programmes.
In the Caribbean, oral history projects of this k i n d including a network of "memory banks"—are a practical and
increasingly common reaction to the cultural colonialism which
is felt to be destroying Caribbean culture and obscuring the
region's history and identity (see p40). All the projects have a
strong inter-generational emphasis and a commitment to a
dynamic rather than purely archival form of documentation
and presentation. Their goal is to preserve the memories and
experiences of the older generations who hold so much of the
past in their heads, but also to communicate Caribbean history
and tradition to the young. This is seen as an urgent priority if
Caribbean identity is to be affirmed and people are to seek out
an alternative path to development which embraces rather than
ignores or rejects Caribbean traditions.
The Folk Research Centre in St Lucia aims to preserve and
promote the country's cultural heritage so that young people
and their communities can begin to ask what kind of a future
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Culture for development
While their oral testimony project was based on the concept of the Jamaica Memory Bank
(see overleaf), the Folk Research Centre (FRC) of St Lucia was clear from the start that its
aim was more than cultural preservation alone. One of its explicit objectives is "to explore
and clarify the role of culture in the development of our people". As the last generations
who hold the details of traditional customs and technology and forms of social organisation
gradually die, and as other cultural mores become ever more influential, especially since
the advent of satellite TV, there Is a growing urgency to document the country's cultural
resources. The Centre's purpose is not simply preservation of the past, but analysis of the
material for its relevance to modern development strategies. This reflects a strong feeling
that current development action is ignoring or even impoverishing many sections of the
community and that alternative methods and forms of social organisation are needed.
The training for the interviewers, mainly history students and graduates, includes an
explanation of the scope of the Centre's work, and the oral history project; introduces the
concept of the Memory Bank, linked to examples of completed field work; and focuses on
the history of St Lucia, in particular the Kwéyôl culture. Interviewers are familiarised with
Kwéyôl forms of expression, especially the way people tend to define time and the use and
significance of certain recurrent phrases.
The interviews, recorded on audio cassettes, are analysed for the information they yield
on traditional culture and technology, social life and history. Photographs and printed
materials are also collected. The FRC's aim is then to feed this information back into as
wide a cross-section of the community as possible, to solicit their response to the material
and incorporate any suggestions into the future work of the project. This is being done
through community workshops, which include a photo exhibition (featuring some of the
interviewees) and a slide presentation on aspects of St Lucia's culture, and a more "formal"
presentation of the project's findings—in Kwéyôl-by a well-known member of the local
community, followed by a piece of theatre based on the stories collected. People then have
the chance to comment and respond, and in the afternoon to join in various entertainments
and activities run by local cultural groups.

they want (see above). Recent years have seen an onslaught of
imported models of popular culture via satellite TV and
commercialism, mostly from America. Foreign influence has
also been strong in designing educational curricula, and the
local Greole language is gradually being eroded. The Gentre
trains and employs elders to collect life stories and local
knowledge and then makes up "culture-kits" for schools which
contain tapes, artefacts, photographs and written materials
which can be used in a variety of cross-curriculum activities.
The role of collective culture and personal memory is
especially important in maintaining a sense of identity and
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Memory banks
"An old man dies...a book is lost"
This African saying has particular poignancy in the Caribbean region, where so much of the
cultural heritage, articuLly the African, is unrecorded. In 1981, in an attempt to rescue a
whole "library^' of knowledge and skills, the Jamaica Memory Bank was established. It
aimed to document the country's heritage "by tapping the memories of our Senior Citizens
so that their knowledge can be available for posterity". The project was the initiative of a
small qroup of people, whose pioneering work in the social sciences and documentation of
folk music had alerted them to the rate at which Jamaica's traditional knowledge and
culture were disappearing. The Memory Bank was soon supported by a much larger islandwide team, and by 1984 the project had inspired a regional seminar, which resulted in the
setting up of a network of memory banks throughout the Caribbean,
in this region a key factor in the waning of traditional culture and history is the influence
of mass media which bring North American entertainment and values right into people's
homes. But more importantly, many Caribbean people are descendants of Afncan slaves,
who were actively discouraged from continuing their cultural practices. In some cases this
policy was pursued so vehemently that it resulted in generations that had lost, and
sometimes even rejected, African-based lifestyles or practices. The descendants of Indian
plantation workers, who had more cultural freedom, have retained a relatively strong sense
of identity and history. The Jamaica Memory Bank has therefore focused particularly on the
Afro-Caribbean heritage.
The project is organised on a parish basis. Each of the island's 14 parishes has a
coordinator, and the interviewing is carried out by a network of volunteers, trained by a
team of professional researchers. Materials collected in the field range from tape-recorded
interviews to videos, artefacts, photographs and manuscripts. After a copy has been taken
for the Memory Bank, the original interview cassette is stored in the National Library in
Kingston, Subject to copyright agreements and any confidentiality safeguards, this tape
becomes available to the public.
The interviews range from single-topic discussions to whole life stories. By 1986 some
80 elderly Jamaicans had been interviewed. Seventy per cent were over 80 and 25% of
those were 100 or older; about 20% of those interviewed had died by 1986, In addition to
the interviews, about 1,500 songs had been taped, and ceremonies, celebrations and other
activities of about 20 groups had been photographed, taped or filmed.
The material at the Memory Bank is caretully documented and analysed for the
information it contains, for example, cultural, practical, scientific, botanical, linguistic or
medical. Indexing and classifying such wide-ranging material has proved complicated, and
the fact that the end uses vary makes the task even more difficult—the needs of a
development practitioner, an academic researcher, a tourist organisation, the mass media,
a lay person or a teacher are all different. Gross-referencing, while seen as essential, is
also time-consuming, since a life story may contain brief but illuminating references to
multiple topics.
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In 1990 and 1993, as part of an expansion of activities and a focus on the research
aspect, the Memory Bank got funding from HelpAge International specifically to provide
interviewing equipment and training to older people (see p86). The aim was to involve them
more in the running of the project, but it was also felt that the increased reciprocity of elder
interviewing elder would generate easier conversation and more informative material. And
their own knowledge of the past and the locality would help in the field research.
While the Memory Bank has a clear archival role, it was also conceived as having an
important developmental function. As the pace of change increases and the economic and
cultural influence of North America becomes ever more difficult to resist, it was felt that a
stronger sense of Caribbean history would help the region define and pursue its own
course of development: "In this region where so much relating to the lives and thinking of
the people has been written from the observer's rather than the insider's point of view, a
project such as the Memory Bank could redress the balance [31j."

purpose among involuntary migrants and refugees coming to
terms with exile and isolation. The United Nations Gonvention
Relating to the Status of Refugees (1951) declares the
"maintenance of culture" as a particular right of refugees. In
these communities the elderly, traditionally an important
repository for a people's culture, are often especially
marginalised. Uprooted to unfamiliar surroundings, they no
longer have the customary authority which comes with land
ownership, property, local knowledge and advanced years. In
the desperate scramble to understand a new situation, the
knowledge and social standing of the elderly can be devalued,
while the younger generations try to master their new
environment and increasingly lose touch with the old one.
Roddy Mupedziswa, a Zimbabwean social worker, has
observed how in Mozambican refugee camps in Zimbabwe, the
social status of the elderly has declined significantly. He notes
that one important consequence of this decline in social status is
the deterioration in communication between the generations,
particularly between the very old and the youth of the refugee
community [13]. These young people have grown up seeing
their elderly relatives with little obvious role to play. They have
also grown up without detailed knowledge of "home".
The HelpAge refugee programme in Zimbabwe has
increasingly encouraged the use of oral history and the
regeneration of oral artistry such as songs and stories. Various
cultural projects have attempted to put elderly people back at
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the centre of the refugee community's cultural and social life,
and deliberately brought young and old together through
storytelling, song and dance. This has given elderly people a
new official forum in which to pass on cultural information and
good counsel to the younger generation. The aim was to
reinstate elderly people at the social heart of the refugee
community, while also preserving and documenting group
history and culture for the next generation.
Similar cultural preservation and education projects are
operating inside countries where rapid change is threatening
people's sense of identity and where the predominantly
Western models of education are seen as inappropriate or
failing to meet the needs of poor people. In such situations, the
incorporation of traditional oral material into the curriculum
can introduce more accessible and relevant teaching resources,
as well as providing some sense of stability and continuity in
periods of change and transition. Educational materials are
usually expensive and often in short supply in schools, libraries
and bookshops in many parts of the South; the development of
local materials can provide more resources—and more
culturally appropriate ones—at lower cost.
In Sierra Leone, the Stories and Songs Project of the People's
Educational Association, collects traditional songs and stories
which it tape records and transcribes for use in its own and
other organisations' adult education programmes [14]. The
project has so far published 40 collections of stories and
songs—a valuable contribution both to the volume and style of
local literacy resources.
The need for indigenous educational material also becomes
acute as people emerge from repression and dictatorial regimes
where educational resources have been heavily censored or
prescribed. In South Africa, the Church group Eyethu Imbali
(Xhosa for "Our History") collects people's life stories and uses
them to produce material for the 10- to 17-year-old age group.
This provides them with alternative reading material, and
introduces them to a new and different kind of history from
that which they are taught at school.
Oral history and the preservation of the nation's oral
literature has similarly emerged as a vital, if controversial,
development issue in Namibia since its independence. The task
of recovering Namibia's history from colonial bias is seen as a
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Namibian oral history: a question of politics
Because oral testimony can empower people—minorities, special interest groups,
individuals—it can become an intensely political and politicised activity.
Before independence, the history of Namibia was very largely written by white South
African and German historians and a scattering of European missionary and traveller "eyewitnesses". But this emphasis on colonial and missionary records has inevitably led to a
Eurocentric, indeed imperialist, slant. Since independence there has been a growing
movement among Namibians to redress the balance and record indigenous versions of
Namibian history. The result has been the ambitious—and controversial—Namibian
Orature Project (NOP), where "orature" encompasses oral history, literature and tradition.
The NOP has run into difficulties. It has discovered that there are competing versions of
oral "evidence" that undermine the search for collective Namibian history. A vivid example
is the life of the Herero leader, Samuel Maharero, who was both a resistance hero and
pragmatic political leader. The only full, published life of Maharero, by a South African
professor drawing largely on archival sources, has been condemned as a travesty,
slanderous and factually wrong, by many Herero saranfs—keepers of oral tradition. Of
particular concern to the savants, quite apart from errors in lineage, were the aspersions
cast on Maharero's courage and sobriety, largely based on written German sources.
An attempt by the Herero Cultural Council, representing one of the principal tribal
groups in Namibia, to collect their own version of Herero history, including the life of
Maharero, ran into opposition from the minority Mbanderu people. The Mbanderu share
Herero ancestry and do not accept that the Herero Council can speak for all Herero
Mbanderu people. Another problem has been the political agenda. The different political
parties are seeking Herero votes. They want to establish, in their favour, their place in the
struggle for independence. Each party views the oral history of their opponents with
suspicion. Add to this the concerns of other major groups, such as the Hereros' traditional
rivals the Nama, that the Herero oral history project was attempting to place Herero history
at the top of a hierarchy of Namibian history, and it is easy to see why oral history collection
has become such a hot political issue in a new African state striving to blend disparate
tribal nations into a one nation "new Namibia".
The Namibian experience helps to illustrate the dangers of assuming that oral history
can provide a "correct" or "agreed" version of events. It can only offer "perceived" versions.
While these should be useful complements to the "received" version, and can go some way
to helping peoples and nations draw strength from the rich diversity of their traditions,
cultures and historical memories, they can also destabilise relations between groups. Oral
history, like any "history", can both combat and fuel propaganda.

national priority and several Namibian cultural organisations
have joined forces to set up a national archive and to
disseminate oral materials as resources for educational, health,
agricultural and cultural activities, using books and a new radio
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station called Katutura Community Radio [15].
A guide to using oral history in the school curriculum,
published in Namibia and entitled Speak for Yourself, explores
how important a knowledge of history can be to a growing
sense of nationhood. By collecting oral history within their local
community, pupils can uncover the "silences in Namibian
history" and "present alternative versions of history": it may
not be possible to prove which is correct, but they are
"important in telling us what people believe [16]".

Oral artistry
In the same way that oral source material can be incorporated
into the education system, so it can be adapted to communicate
development messages, particularly in areas such as health and
agriculture. Most development agencies now recognise that
unless development messages make sense within the idiom of
the target group they will not have an impact. This is a
principle long held by the communications establishment, but
one which has been too often ignored by development
practitioners, not least because the need to consult, inform and
convince people has been only fitfully acknowledged [17].
The theatre, song and storytelling of people's oral tradition is
increasingly being used to convey health education messages.
One such example is from Ban Vinai camp in northeast
Thailand, where a health education programme was developed
for the camp's 48,000 Hmong refugees (see p46). The project
drew on traditional characters from Hmong folklore and
dramatised them in a people's theatre which acted out health
messages in the traditional Hmong oral genres of storytelling,
proverbs, folksinging, rhyming chants and audience
participation.
Using oral tradition and artistry as part of development
communication is not simply a cunning form of propaganda
and social marketing. It can also provide the idiom and
opportunity for communities to talk back and express their
views on development activities. The arts of theatre and
storytelling have both a didactic and subversive function in all
cultures. They provide ritual and artistic space in which it
becomes relatively safe to say things which may not be
acceptable if said directly and without "masks". In Mali, the
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Rural theatre: an end or a means?
SOS Sahel's Drama Unit worked in a number of Bobo villages in the Tominian district of
Mali. The project began in 1990 by adapting the traditionai work songs which are sung by
griots as accompaniment to seasonal agricultural labour. The griots were fully informed
about the potential benefits of water-harvesting and reforestation and were trained to
become "the holders of a basic technical knowledge, sought by their own community or
even by neighbouring villages". The griots sang to people engaged in the new collective
work which the project communities were doing on tree planting, soil and water
conservation. As Alex Mavro, director of the Unit, explained, their improvised songs "soon
expanded to include both technical encouragement and talk of a greener future [32]". More
people were likely to hear these songs than to attend formal project meetings which might
discuss the same issues.
In the evenings, over the next two years, the Drama Unit encouraged young villagers
to act out the issues which concerned them about the development projects. The plays
gradually became "more accomplished and increasingly frank", but the process was slow.
Early productions seemed eager not to offend the outsiders and their efforts, but a new
boldness emerged over time. The plays enacted tales of mistrust between villagers, of
corrupt government forestry officials, and of fickle development workers who arrive with ,
great promises and then lose interest in the project and move on to another village. There
were also certain "pressure plays" which made direct requests for resources outside SOS
Sahel's remit, such as grain banks, mills, health facilities and cash.
It was hoped that the plays would stimulate discussion and dialogue between the
project and the villagers, and become a vital part of participatory monitoring and evaluation.
This proved over-optimistic, as an evaluation in 1993 pointed out, not least because the
critical issue of whether theatre was an end or a means remained unresolved [33]. The
evaluators felt that the Drama Unit was working towards "rural theatre for development" as
well as "the development of rural theatre"—both aims were valid but require different
approaches and activities. In the end, the Unit's work achieved greater success in the latter
role; local interest in community-authored drama and debate was enthusiastically revived.
But the impact on the project work was minimal, for the Unit made little progress in
achieving its development objectives. The evaluation concluded that it was a worthwhile
experiment, but that the approach needs refining if it is to contribute as much to the art of
development as it did to the art of performance.

drama unit of SOS Sahel used the traditional griot work song to
convey agricultural and environmental information, but they
also helped to develop a form of local theatre to discuss these
development messages [18]. SOS Sahel discovered that this was
an opportunity which the communities were glad to seize, but
the project experienced difficulty in moving beyond providing
entertainment, albeit of a thought-provoking kind, and
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Culture and health education
Ban Vinai refugee camp, in an isolated hilly region of Thailand, oontains some 48,000
Hmong crowded onto about 400 acres. Not only is this the biggest settlement in the region,
surpassing even the provincial capital, but it is the largest gathering of Hmong in the world.
Formerly living in scattered mountaintop villages in northern Laos, the people began their
refugee existence when US torces withdrew in 1975 and a govemment hostile to the
Hmong assumed power.
Appalling overcrowding and inadequate housing, sanitation and waste facilities caused
severe health and hygiene problems in the camp. The conventional health education
approach, with its implicit message that the Hmong were dirty and irresponsible about
hygiene, was at best ineffective and at worst offensive. But when a new approach, building
on Hmong folklore and traditional forms of communication, was tried, it proved to be far
more successful. It incorporated two elements relevant to wider development programmes:
a sensitivity to the history and culture of the people concemed, and a recognition ot the
specific problems and constraints of the surrounding environment,
A group of refugees, including traditional healers and Hmong elders, worked with a
local Thai employee of the International Rescue Committee and Dwight Conquergood, an
American pertormance ethnographer, to produce, by trial and error, an environmental
health campaign using performance. In doing so, they built on the one thing in the camps
which was as flourishing as the diseases spread by the poor sanitation: "No matter where
you go in the camp, at almost any hour of the day or night, you can simultaneously hear
two or three performances, from simple storytelling and folksinging to the elaborate
collective ritual performances for the dead," wrote Conquergood [34],
The process of researching and developing the programme was as important as the
end product. The team drew on stock characters and storylines in Hmong folklore and
conveyed their messages using traditional forms of communication and education, such as
proverbs and songs. Trial performances were staged to elicit audience feedback. Among
the useful criticisms which helped the team develop and refine the programme was an
elder's observation that the rhyming chants were not quite in keeping with traditional
Hmong versification. He taught the young performers the correct patterns of speech, and
ensured that the background music was authentic Hmong, rather than a version influenced
by Thai or Western melodies.
On the health side, a key aspect was to develop understanding of the way in which the
Hmong had formerly dealt with rubbish and sanitation, using methods which had been
entirely appropriate to their environment. Instead of blaming the Hmong and trying to get
them to change their behaviour on the basis that they caused the health problems, the
important thing was to start with their radically changed living conditions and raise
awareness of the implications of this for health. Thus the problem was located in the
changed environmental circumstances; the solution was in adapting their practices.
The programme was effective, and Mother Clean, the collective creation of the
performance company, had soon been integrated into camp culture and even featured in
the important and elaborate Hmong New Year celebrations. However, with hindsight.
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Gonquergood realised that the so-called cross-cultural communication was still too oneway. The expatriate health professionals needed consciousness-raising, too; many were
highly trained physicians and nurses but had little understanding of Hmong culture. They
knew virtually nothing about the folk healers in the community, particularly the shamans,
and were predisposed against them, seeing shamanism as "devil worship" and barbarism.
As Conquergood puts it; "They desperately needed not just 'information' about Hmong
culture, but serious interventions that would develop intercultural sensitivity and respect for
difference." More opportunities for the Hmong to direct performances at the "experts", to
educate them about their culture and life in the camp, would have reduced the lingering
sense that it was only the Hmong who had something to learn, rather than something to
teach others.

becoming a genuinely powerful tool for raising critical
awareness and stimulating dialogue on development.
Listening to other forms of oral artistry and tradition can also
provide important information for relief and development
workers, and contribute to their understanding of people's way
of life. As with the Dinka in southern Sudan (see p32), songs
and stories can boost morale and reinforce social cohesion in
times of crisis or change, but they can also convey new models
for social behaviour. The messages they contain may be
oblique, but are ño less telling for that. Palestinian oral artistry,
for example, has played a crucial part in the intifada or uprising
which began in the Occupied Territories of the West Bank and
Gaza Strip in 1987. A collection of some 250 stories provides
graphic images of the changes in Palestinian society, the kind of
social change which it is so vital to understand if development
initiatives are to be targeted appropriately [19]. The stories
reveal, for example, the much more active role that women in
particular, but also children and young men, are taking in
Palestinian society today. Development programmes in health,
education and income generation need to take these changed
roles into account in order to be effective.
Sharif Kanaana, who collected the stories, believes they set
the agenda of the intifada by "explaining, rationalising,
confirming, denying, ridiculing or supporting" various actions
by Palestinian heroes and their Israeli occupiers. Women,
particularly in their role as mothers, emerge from the legends
as the mainstay of Palestinian society in crisis, its most
supportive and indispensable group. Much is also revealed
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about the new active role of the children and young men in the
territories, and the strong "son-mother team" which is seen as
the foundation of the intifada and the new Palestinian social
order. One of the stories is a particularly striking illustration of
how this son-mother relationship and the mobilisation of
children has come to be seen as so important a part of the
Palestinian resistance to Israeli occupation:
One time when the town [Caza] was under curfew, a pregnant
woman started having labour pains. The soldiers took her to a
military hospital to give birth there. It turned out that she was
pregnant with twin boys. The head of one ofthe babies came out
first, he looked around and saw all these [Israeli] military
uniforms, turned back to his brother and shouted, •'Ahmed!
Ahmed! We are surrounded, get some rocks! "

This story, while humorous at one level, is also extremely
disturbing and socially revealing. It shows in no uncertain
terms how both women and children are now expected to play
a full and active part in Palestinian resistance, and how the
whole of Palestinian society has assumed a confrontational role
in the bitter struggle against Israeli occupation. The
implications for women and children are obviously immense as
the definition of what is "heroic" for them has changed
enormously, and new demands have been placed on them.
Popular stories like these, composed in extreme conditions
but often laced with humour, can throw a particularly sharp
spotlight on societies undergoing rapid change. Legends,
anecdotes and even jokes are often one of the first forms
through which a society will express itself and acknowledge
new experiences. Old stories and anecdotes are often reworked
to reflect current concerns and preoccupations. Collection and
interpretation of oral artistry can provide useful insights into
the changing socio-economic circumstances of a community
and could form a central part of pre-project research,
complementing more conventional baseline surveys and needs
assessments routinely carried out by development agencies.

Human rights
Human rights work is no longer considered simply as a branch
of international law, but increasingly as a fundamental part of
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the development process. Development is about meeting
human rights. Discussions about land rights, labour rights,
trading rights, women's rights, children's rights, the rights of
the disabled, and the rights to free association lie ever more at
the heart of the development debate. In addition, as political,
economic and ethnic tensions continue to flare into violence
throughout the world, development workers are increasingly
finding that the long-term impacts of conflict and human rights
abuse—psychological, social, economic and cultural, as well as
material and environmental—have increasingly to be
considered in their work [20].
In the past, human rights work has often been dry and
legalistic, but an increasing amount of monitoring and
reporting now includes people's own words and accounts. A
mix of oral testimony and legal analysis has become a standard
part of the methodology [21]. Not only does this approach give
more accuracy and impact, but by giving people a voice it
returns an important element of power to the victims,
beginning a process of confronting the violators and redressing
the balance.
Oral testimony work in this field has two particular
characteristics. First, in much human rights work the purpose is
to collect evidence which will stand up in a court of law, so the
testimony often needs to serve a legal as well as an analytical
and historical function. Second, it usually involves the
recounting of personal suffering and tragedy, and can be
extremely painful for the teller—and for the listener.
All interviewing requires skill and sensitivity and can be
therapeutic as well as informative, but human rights workers
need additional training. Taking victims' testimonies can have a
psychological as well as legal objective and it is essential to
ensure that there is adequate support for the people recounting
their experiences, and for those who have listened.
Land rights
Oral history is often an effective way to gather evidence for
controversies over issues such as land rights, particularly when
there is a clash between a "modern" western system and a
traditional, probably unwritten, code of rights, in which the
very concepts of "land" and "ownership" differ. On the island
of Malai'ta in the Solomon Islands, oral history was used to
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Being sure of the old before adapting to the new
The introduction to Falafaia ana Ano'i Kwara'ae (The Tradition of Land in Kwara'ae) states:
The life of the Kwara'ae people is changing very fast Many people in Kwara'ae are
forgetting their old traditions or they are changing their old traditions to suit tife in the
present day and in future times fo come. But if we want to change traditions of the
past we must first understand them before we choose what tradition is good for us to
hold on to and what tradition is appropriate that we change. We must first be sure of
the oid traditions, before we choose what is suitable for life at this time or in times to
come.
This then is one of the purposes of collecting oral testimony: to document past tradition and
provide a firm basis on which to deal with present and future concems. This was a key
reason why the Kwara'ae people of Mala'ita in the Solomon Islands supported the
production ot a dual-language booklet on traditional land rights and resource management,
"Writing down custom was an exercise in salvaging traditional knowledge before it is lost
with the death of older generations, and creating a written record of an oral tradition in a
form that everyone can accept and abide by," adds anthropologist Ben Burt, who produced
the book with Kwara'ae Michael Kwa'ioloa [35], The text was discussed, corrected and
approved by a wide range of people from the Kwara'ae community, as well as provincial
leaders and representatives.
The "land book" project raised a
number of important questions, not
only, says Burt, "about the
contradictions between 'tradition' and
'development' but about how we
should document traditional culture
[36]", For example, looking at land
merely as an area of ground misses
the essential point that land was
valued for the natural resources of
the forest ecosystem as a whole.
Land tenure was a system for
allocating and managing these
resources according to the values
governing relationships in Kwara'ae
society, and these were very different
from the values served by Western
notions of property rights and
ownership. Thus, while land rights in
the Solomons still determine who
should control land and natural

FALAFALA ANA
ANO 'I KWARA'AE
Si Brn Burt íí'inU M Michael Kwj-|olw ken'» kercU.
Sa Fmnk Ete Tuaaúh ka fa'aialama'inidaro'o.
Sa Adrid Rofale'e maSaRMTisa
Sugumanu
fa-ÚLi,kira 'a/üfaro'o.

THE TRADITION OF
LAND IN KWARA'AE
Written by Ben Burt «nd Michael Kwa'ioliu.
Advised by Frank EU Tuaisah.
Aisisted t y Adrid Ri^ale'c. Rotí Tisa Sugummu
andotiim.
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resources, in the context of the traditional economic and political system, they also act as a
means of ensuring everyone has access to the resources they need to support themselves.
In fact, they are "not so much a way of dividing land among people as a way of distributing
people over land [37]."
Land rights are based not just on rules of inheritance but also on the values of sharing
and helping, which the Kwara'ae call in English "love". Thus merely to document the rules
without giving due importance to the underlying value system, which made it flexible
enough to take account of circumstances and relationships, would have done scant justice
to the tradition. Of course, these sorts of values do not fit easily into the kind of economic
development now occurring in the Solomon Islands; hence the need to make changes
either to the land rights or to the kind of development currently being embraced, the
outcome of which is growing competition for land, the use of far larger areas than in the
past, and a temptation to go for short-term gains, now that people are no longer dependent
solely on the natural resources of the forest for their livelihood.
While in one sense there was a desire for a book of "law" that codified traditional norms
and values, and would help to resolve disagreements about land rights and settle disputes,
it seems, as the introduction suggests, that the first stage was to establish an agreed
understanding and record of the past before it could be adapted for the future. This
understanding was especially important for the younger generation, who had lost touch
with tradition, and the governing elite, many of whom share an education and outlook which
reflect Western rather than Kwara'ae concepts.

investigate and communicate the traditional land ownership
systems of the Kwara'ae people, in the face of competing claims
on land suddenly valuable for cash cropping or development.
Government attempts to interpret local land tenure systems in
terms of western categories of ownership had proved simplistic
and inequitable and the issue was threatening to divide
Kwara'ae society. The World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF)
supported efforts to consult community elders about the nature
and history of land tenure and with them to produce a bilingual
booklet. This document was offered to the government as a
guide for determining more appropriate legal decisions over
land disputes.
In Ganada, legal arguments over traditional land rights have
become especially extensive in the past 20 years and oral
testimony is accepted as vital to such cases. Hugh Brody, a
researcher at Britain's Scott Polar Institute, describes one landuse documentation project in his book Maps and Dreams (see
overleaf).
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Maps and dreams
In the five centuries of white European colonisation of North America the earlier settlers of
the continent, the Indians, have been used when convenient and brushed aside when not;
and in tune with this, mythologised as formidably warlike, but economically insignificant.
The British recognised all the lands west of the Allegheny Mountains as Indian in 1763—
when they wanted the Indians as allies-and in Canada today the rights of Indians to land
are govemed by a series of subsequent treaties. In 1899, Treaty 8 opened up northeast
British Columbia to white settlement, the Indians ceding their rights in retum for a trivial
annuity and an education service, but retaining, in addition to small residential reserves,
hunting rights over the whole area wherever it was not settled. And in this harsh frontier
region, ranging from the Rocky Mountain foothills and forests to prairie and sub-arctic
wildemess, white settlers and the Indians still co-exist-in largely separate cultural and
economic worids.
Throughout most of the continent the Indians, attacked, driven ott their lands,
demoralised by disease and cultural denial, had been all but exterminated. But in the
1970s, from their remaining bases, above all in the far north, a new Indian politics of "Red
power" emerged, demanding equal citizenship, control over their resources and recognition
of their socio-economic systems, and denouncing many of the legal interpretations of the
treaties as fraudulent. In Canada this growing political confidence has continued into the
1990s, Today more than a third of the country is in the grip of some form of native legal or
political action, Indians right across Canada have become aware that they can win court
actions and that their own oral memories have proved crucial in this. Their demands, as
polar researcher Hugh Brody predicted, "will not go away: a final genocide is not going to
be achieved [38]",
On the British Columbia frontier, the focus of Indian fear and resistance was the impact
of the construction of a natural gas pipeline through the area of the reserves, close to the
Alaskan Highway, In 1977 the Union of British Columbia Indian Chiefs called for a public
enquiry into the socio-economic effects and the Canadian govemment decided to fund a
preparatory land-use enquiry. It was this which brought Brody, who had previously studied
the Inuit farther north in the Northwest Territories and in Labrador, to live for 18 months on
the British Columbia reserves in 1978-9, His book. Maps and Dreams, is part of the
enquiry's tindings [39],
Brody came to the Doig River Reserve to work on a survey, using a combination of
sources but above all oral evidence from the Indians themselves, with the purpose of
describing their economic life and land use in the closest possible detail. In the context of
the Canadian north such surveys have proved a crucial instrument for challenging
"fatalism" over the Indians' economic and social future. White politicians and administrators
have continually insisted that their only hope was through some form of "development"
rather than their own culture or economy. But these were mere assumptions, for little was
known or understood about the Indians' use of land. Stereotypes about hunters and
primitive economies, frontiersmen's self-serving prejudices and the Indians' own inclination
to remain hidden, all contributed to drastic misunderstandings of Indian economic interests.
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"Few facts ever disturbed the white man's myths, and no account of Indian economic
needs ever challenged his purpose," wrote Brody [40].
Beginning in 1973 in the Northwest Territories, and since conducted in Labrador, the
Yukon, northern Ouebec and northern Ontario, these surveys vary somewhat in character,
but always the key method is the mapping, by individual Indian hunters, trappers, fishers,
and berry pickers, of all the land they ever used in their lifetimes, encircling on the maps
their hunting areas species by species, and marking gathering locations and camping sites.
The results not only confirmed and amplified what was known about the past, but also
"showed something almost no one, including many of the scientists involved, expected; the
people's systems extended into the present [41]". The Indian economy was shown as still a
viable basis for cultural and material well-being—well worth defending.
In Maps and Dreams, Brody illustrates a series of maps, showing how they are
combined in analysis to plot the land-use patterns of each community. He discusses some
of the problems he encountered; for example, it was not possible to persuade older Indians
to draw different maps for different time periods. He argues that despite their unfamiliarity
with maps and mapping, the results can be shown to be highly reliable because of the
many "striking correspondences" between those of different mappers. Each hunter did his
own map, often without having seen anyone else's, yet "there are lines that again and
again appear in the same places. There are whole circles that neatly sit one on top of the
other [42]". Equally strikingly, the maps made in different communities fit logically together.
"Research done as part of a political process can actually be conducive to the most
reliable results," Brody suggests [43]. And the facts revealed have been equally important
politically;
The Indians have supposedly been on the verge of disappearing since socn
after they were first encountered by Europeans; hunters have been thought to
have no economic life since they first aroused European sympathy, or
dismay...The result of a land-use and occupancy study is a crucial first step
away from uninformed and Stereotypie pessimism [44].

The right to self-definition
Few societies or communities are so equitable that everyone has
the same social and economic status. Gertain individuals and
groups find themselves on the margins of society because of
gender, age, disability, ethnicity, religion or caste. Giving these
groups their own voice through the collection and
communication of their personal testimony is an important way
of making them more "visible" and enabling their version of
reality, not an outsider's view, to be heard.
The collection and dissemination of oral testimony—in
books, at conferences and through the media and performance
arts—has become a particularly important part of disabled
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people's campaigns to articulate their experience and challenge
the way society perceives and treats them. It has provided a
starting point for a growing movement to realise the rights of
disabled people. In a recent book entitled Disability, Liberation
and Development, Peter Coleridge of the British NGO Oxfam,
collected interviews with 300 disabled people in Africa, Asia
and the Middle East [22]. More than most, disabled people have
been the victims of other people's language, which often
stigmatises, undermines, discounts and isolates them. As
Coleridge points out: "Words like 'poor', 'victim', 'suffering',
'afflicted', 'conflned' and 'restricted' all reinforce the notion of
disabled people as sick and helpless."
Because of labels like these, the opportunity for disabled
people to speak up and describe themselves becomes all the
more important. It gives them the chance to define their own
world for a change and to challenge the language which others
use to describe them and the attitudes which it reveals. Nawaf
Kabbara from Lebanon illustrates the first stage in such a
process, that of making oneself heard:
When you are managing a life outside society, you have to make
society aivare that you are there. Only then can you be integrated
into society. We have hardly started at the beginning of this
process. I mean you can't be integrated if yon are not even
recognised as being there! This is what people do not understand.
I have been challenged on this many times in Lebanon....But this
is the way for people to see that loe are there. That lue exist.

Joshua Malinga in Zimbabwe feels the same about the need for
disabled people to mobilise themselves and to be heard:
If you see yourself as a minority and as a group that is not taking
part in society, you have to find a solution, and one of the
solutions is that you organise as a group to create a voice, and
then you get listened to by the poivers-that-be.

Malinga goes on to explain how this mobilisation also means
confronting the rehabilitation professionals.
The point is that they believe they have solutions to our
problems. They do not see us as belonging to society, they think
we belong to them, they have to keep files on us throughout our
lives, and decide when we should see the doctor and so on. But I
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want to decide when I see the doctor! They have enjoyed power
and control over us for a long period. We have to understand
that we are talking about an attitude here. Changing attitudes is
a very difficult thing.

One of the strongest sentiments which emerges from many of
the testimonies in Goleridge's book is the passionate desire of
disabled people to be recognised as whole in their own right,
and not to be constantly seen as incomplete. The words of
disabled people, like the words of many who have been spoken
for, tend to challenge stereotypes. Oral testimony can be a
particularly powerful way for people to assert their own reality,
to show up how partial the views of outsiders are, to describe
how their rights have been ignored or abused, and then to
express their ideas about how they would like to see these
rights fulfilled.

Development education
Oral testimony can also be applied to the development process
as part of advocacy or information programmes. An increasing
number of NGOs, in both the North and South, are launching
advocacy campaigns to bring the issues of underdevelopment
and inequality to the attention of policy makers and publics
throughout the world.
Experience has shown that one of the most successful ways
to make an impact is to personalise specific issues. This has to
be done with sensitivity and honesty, however. Much NGO
advocacy work still draws on rather opportunistic or superficial
life story work, which might have more impact if it were more
rigorous. A similarly token approach often characterises NGO
marketing and fundraising strategies, in which campaigns have
been built around negative images of a disaster-ridden Third
World, presenting people as powerless and trapped, with little
or no hint of their culture, achievements, innovations or the rich
variety of experience they have to offer. Awareness is growing,
however, and some agencies issue guidelines to encourage a
more thorough approach and a more honest and rounded
picture. When the whole story of people's lives is allowed to
come through in their own words, it has more impact than any
number of attempts to speak for them.
The same principles apply to the use of oral history material

56

LISTENING FOR A CHANGE

in development education material for schools. One good
example is the Minority Rights Group's bilingual Voices series,
designed for schools in Britain. Voices from Somalia, for example,
contains the life stories of several young Somalis who recently
fled their country and are living as refugees in Britain [23].
They describe their early lives in Somalia, their experience of
war, their flight from home and their very different life as
refugees. The one-dimensional view of the refugee as
dependent and helpless thus gives way to a more rounded
picture featuring resilience and resourcefulness, and also offers
a valuable perspective on the British community in which they
find themselves.

Development methodologies
Oral history techniques are being increasingly accepted as a
valuable addition to the range of methodologies that make up
Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA). In the past decade there
has been a belated acknowledgement that "the poor" are not a
homogenous group, that they are capable and knowledgeable,
and that development workers should learn both from them
and with them. PRA is the successor to Rapid Rural Appraisal,
and is supposed to be less "quick and dirty", less extractive and
more consultative. PRA recognises the limitations of traditional
scientific survey techniques, which seldom involve people in
creative discussion of their own development priorities. At the
heart of the new PRA methodologies, therefore, lies a concern
for ensuring participation, and for using methods which not
only operate within the idiom of the people being consulted,
but enable them to experiment and employ their own
terminology.
The "menu" of PRA methods is extensive, drawing on
applied anthropology, farming and ecosystems research, and
participatory extension methods. Development workers,
researchers and the communities with which they work, select
a variety of methods from the menu including individual and
group interviews; mapping; transects, modelling and
diagramming; and ranking and scoring exercises. PRA
practitioners have come to regard oral history as an integral
part of their approach and it is a central feature of methods
such as historical mapping and modelling; trend analysis; and
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time-lines and chronologies.
PRA is proving particularly useful at the project
identification stage, when research is undertaken and appraisal
made of the existing situation and of priorities for the future, as
well as at the evaluation stage. The collection of individual life
stories or community histories can prove a powerful entry
point into discussion and understanding of current conditions.
The mixing of visual and oral historical information is a
particularly exciting innovation to have emerged from the use
of oral history within PRA. Robert Ghambers, for example, has
described how visual techniques, such as diagramming and
mapping, can combine with oral testimony to illustrate "the
shape of the past" [24]. Indeed, most PRA activities involving
oral history collection have combined it with visual
diagramming and mapping. The PRA experience has shown
that people's ability to express themselves verbally can be
heightened if they can simultaneously present things visually—
particularly where the process of being interviewed is an
unusual one, and one which may be acting as a brake on their
oral fluency. Diagrams can be drawn on paper or made on the
ground, using pebbles and counters. People can take
researchers on a to.ur of a transect (sample route) of an area and
talk them through its history, physically showing them how
and where things used to be done. The next chapter explains
these visual techniques and gives examples of their application.
PRA, as it is currently practised, is fundamentally a small
group activity, not necessarily well suited to exploring the more
private realms of people's lives. This kind of testimony needs to
be collected in a more secluded setting and requires more time
(see Ghapter Four).

Monitoring and evaluation
While much of the early part of project work involves looking
back at the past as a means of analysing patterns of poverty, at
a certain point the project itself requires retrospective analysis.
Many development agencies produce written documents as
part of the evaluation process, but the inclusion of oral accounts
can introduce a wider dimension and correct an almost
inevitable bias towards quantitative goals and objectives. By
comparing conditions before and after development
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interventions, in terms of people's subjective historical
experience and not simply in terms of the project's data and
reports, oral testimony can play a valuable part in any
evaluation or review—and should include the experience of
project workers and "beneficiaries". As such, oral testimony can
play a valuable role in participatory evaluation, which is a
continuing process rather than an "event". The case study of
Save the Children Fund's review of Somalia's national
immunisation programme, and the research projects stimulated
by the Sahel Oral History Project, both described in Chapter
Five, provide some examples of this testimony-based approach
to evaluation and monitoring.
For large-scale and long-term projects of the kind favoured
and funded by the World Bank and other major donors, a
historical testimony-based approach to evaluation may be
particularly valuable. The life span of this type of project can be
decades. Interventions are often on a scale which means that
the way of life of many inhabitants of the project area can be
changed in more ways than the original project designers
intended—or acknowledged. The wider impact of such projects
is seldom picked up, or even sought, by normal indicators, but
might emerge more clearly through an oral history of the
project provided by staff and the target population, as well as
by other affected communities. People who are displaced or
resettled as a consequence of dam-building and other largescale development projects are often inadequately and
inappropriately compensated and suffer in ways which are
rarely documented. Investigating cultural and personal damage
and disruption is seldom part of the terms of reference, so that
those who benefit from such schemes continue to promote
them, and the real costs remain hidden [25].
One example of using oral testimony in evaluation is a 1983
study, carried out by the UN's International Labour Office
(ILO), of a project in India started 30 years earlier [26].
The project, begun in 1953 and funded by the Norwegian
government, modernised fishing technology in three coastal
villages in the state of Kerala. Motor boats, fish-processing
technology, ice-making and freezing were introduced into these
communities with the aim of increasing productivity and
boosting exports through improved fish preservation.
Additional health services and sanitation initiatives were also
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developed. ILO undertook the study three decades later to
assess the project's impact on women in the area.
Women had not been targeted by the project which, "as it
was conceived and designed, was mainly geared towards men
in the community. Since women did not go out fishing, it was
assumed that change in the technology of fishing was of no
direct concern to them." In fact, as the women had always
processed and marketed the fish, this proved to be a false
assumption even in economic terms. Over the next 30 years the
modernisation of the fishing industry in the area did have a
major impact on women's lives, reshaping their work and social
status, as well as affecting their health, education and family
planning.
The ILO study employed conventional socio-economic
surveys, but combined these with intensive life story
interviews, the "autobiographical method" as the study
document describes it. A sample of 30 women in the area was
selected and case studies taken of their families, using life
stories of the women themselves but including information
gleaned from them on the lives of their family members from
current and preceding generations spanning the 30-year period.
This allowed the res.earchers to cast a wider net: "On average it
was possible to collect information for each family based on 26
related couples covering three generations. Thus information
was collected on 784 couples in all."
The ripple effect of this kind of interviewing meant it was
time-consuming, but comprehensive. The result was a very full
picture of the changes in women's lives throughout the 30
years. The study found that new work opportunities had
opened up for women in trading, processing of fish products
and net-making. These activities were all generally betterpaying than those available to women prior to mechanisation
and some women had become independent entrepreneurs.
Women's health also improved during the period as a result of
better services, higher incomes and increased educational
opportunities. The study's socio-economic surveys, which
indicated some of these changes, were brought to life by the
actual experiences of the women interviewed.
This example shows how oral testimony can play a central
part in project histories and evaluation. In this case, the study
revealed changes which were not anticipated, some of which
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were beneficial, although they could have been more positive if
the technological innovation had not been concentrated
exclusively on the men's activities. Not all projects have such
positive side effects. Those projects which are hailed as
successful because they have met their chosen targets, may well
have had negative side effects in areas which remain
unacknowledged, unrecorded, and even undetected—because
it is usually the poorest who have most to lose from megaprojects and the least chance to voice or document their
objections or experiences. A broader "unofficial history" which
draws on their testimony can set the record straight.

