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RESEARCH TO SUPPORT PEOPLE’S ORGANISATION

Walter Fernandes
A question that has been exercising the minds of many social activists and social researchers is the role of research in supporting people’s movements. The traditional academic is convinced that research has to be objective. But others disagree with this stand and state that research should go beyond this approach to support people’s movements. They also believe that to speak of objective study of human communities is unacceptable. Human beings have a right to be subjects of their own development. They see this need particularly in the context of the ongoing impoverishment of many groups in India, particularly the tribals and Dalits, especially women among them. This paper will discuss some experiments conducted to make research relevant to the people struggling to regain their right to be human or to social activists working among them. The experiments have been only partially successful. We are presenting them precisely to show the ongoing nature of this experiment which is a search for alternatives. We insist it is evolutionary in nature, not a finished product. Its first step was to question the past and then evolve people-oriented alternatives.

The Beginning as Questioning 


One has to go back to the two parallel processes of the 1960s that forced many researchers to question their approach and to search for new methodologies. The first was the disillusionment of a small but important section of the youth, most of them upper class university students, with the pattern of development. They went to the villages with the hope of organising the poor who had till then been ignored by the economic as well as political forces. They viewed it as an alternative to the development paradigm. Side by side, some researchers felt that, in the past most research was geared to colonial needs. They concluded from it that, the newly independent countries should move away from this approach and find methodologies relevant to the cultural and developmental needs of the Third World. Many funding agencies too were searching for ways of getting feedback on the impact of their inputs. Methodologies like action re​search grew out of this search. Another section of researchers be​lieved that their priority was to find ways of helping the disillusioned youth who had joined the rural poor, to combine action with an intellectual dimen​sion. The experiments mentioned above learnt from all these efforts.


To begin with, some Third World scholars felt that the social sciences, especially anthropology, had developed in response to the colonial need to administer their subjects. Social scientists studied the colonised peoples in order to give feedback to the administrator who used this knowledge to better control the colonies (Mbilinyi and Vuorela 1982). These scholars also felt that the academia in the Third World continued its dependence under a new garb. Their peers recognised scholars if they had a foreign degree and if they got their papers published in foreign journals (Desai 1981). So they wanted a methodology that could free scholarship from its colonial past. They wanted researchers to understand the developmental and cultural aspirations of their countries and evolve metodologies meant to respond to these needs (Hursh-Cesar and Roy 1971).


The late 1960 were also the time of disillusionment with the development paradigm. Many young persons abandoned the system to go to the rural areas to organise the poor to resist their marginali​sation. They were also years of an economic crisis, of the worst drought particularly in Bihar and of rising unemployment as the products of mass education got out of schools. Dependence on imports grew and the Green Revolution came to be accepted as the panacea for all ills. A section of the middle and big farmers prospered but it impoverished most small and marginal farmers and landless labourers (Kulkarni 1993). These crises would lead to the “Total Revolution” of 1974 and the State of Emergency 1975-1977 that radicalised another section of the youth (Kothari 1984: 50-51).


Specific to the radicalised youth is the questioning of the pattern of development, not merely of methodology. So they were not attracted by either the alternative of the Third World scholars or that of action research that funders like the World Bank developed. In their thinking such methodologies could at best deal with the symptoms of alienation. They considered traditional research capitalist because whether using a western or Third World methodology, scholars appropriate to themselves the knowledge that the people generate just as the factory owner appropriates the product of his workers (Roy 1983: 61-62). Besides, they did not accept the assumption that the researcher can study the people objectively without getting in​volved in issues concerning them. They considered it objectification of human communities, as such against their very humanity. To them the researcher had to deal with the basic issue was the ownership of the process and product, recognise that knowledge belongs to the people, find ways of turning research into a tool of mobilisation and get involved in issues concerning them (Fernandes and Viegas 1985). 


Thus the need for one or more alternatives to traditional research was clear, not the path to it. Some considered participatory research a possible response to the needs of the radicalised youth since it was useful as a tool of mobilisation. But those involved in social transformation oriented education and awareness building faced challenges beyond mobilisation. The local struggles they were involved in, could be suppressed easily by the powerful with the help of the State (Volken 1984). In this context, those involved in the field needed support to ensure that social transformation remained a permanent process. Advocacy and policy changes were among the measures they needed. That forced researchers to keep asking new questions, invent methodologies to respond to these needs and attempt experiments such as combining professional and activist approaches.
 


In thus going beyond questioning the academic approach, researchers could play a creative role because the reservations of the social activist were less about outsiders as such than about their appropriating people’s knowledge. To support people’s struggles, the social activist needed the type of researchers who could give the people’s knowledge a new form. That required a partnership between the researchers and the communities that share their knowledge with them. In this partnership the outsider is the interface between the commu​nity and the macro-world. To make a contribution to advocacy and policy changes, among others, the researcher had to translate the people’s demands and aspirations into a language that the decision-makers and the professional world could understand. 


Social activists also expected the external researcher to assist them with tools to evaluate their work in order to be effective ideologically and in action. Many researchers had realised by then that external evaluation is not the answer to it. They knew that most organisations they studied had fallen on the defensive and resisted real change. They had thus come to realise that evaluations can be effective if they are done with those involved in the work. The outsider has to be only a facilitator in evaluation (Fernandes 1989: 7-9).  

From Theory to Practice

This was the background of new challenges of the 1980s. Some scholars responded to them through new approaches. We too attempted some experiments. One such challenge came in the form of the Indian Forest Bill, 1980, opposed by many forest dweller and tribal communities supported by a coalition of social, legal and scholar activists (Fernandes and Kulkarni 1983). The Government abandoned the Bill as a result of this effort. Our field experience had convinced us that the present policy went against the forest dwellers and that the draft bill would marginalise them further. But we lacked a professionally acceptable database for or against it. During this action those involved in it realised that apart from mobilising people at the grassroots, hardly any work had been done till then that could provide the advocates with professionally acceptable data to pressurise the decision-makers or get the support of the legal and professional fraternity. So we decided to study the role of forests in the tribal economy (Fernandes, Menon and Viegas 1988). 


We knew that such a database had to begin with field experience and go far beyond it. It required a macro-approach and a better understanding than we had, of the role that forests played in the social, economic and cultural life of the tribals and other forest dwellers. In the course of our effort to create such a database we realised that three types of forest studies had been done till then. The first was timber related, with a commercial bias. The second was on modes of raising revenue for the State from forests. The third was anthropological micro-studies that provided data on the customs and habits of the forest dwellers but did not deal with the link between them and forests as their livelihood (Chhatre 1997: 58-59). Social research had to provide alternatives to the timber and revenue oriented models based on the assumption that forests are only a raw material or a source of revenue. To counter it the researchers had to begin by understanding them as the livelihood of the tribal and other forest dweller communities. 


That required a rapport with the people and a grasp of their emotional link with the forest. As a step towards it, we worked in tandem with social activists who had won the people's confidence. This partnership provided us with qualitatively superior data compared to what we would have got through anthropological studies. But we also saw the need to go beyond such a partnership to support tribal struggles to defend their livelihood from the commercial forces. Besides, a new policy was scheduled to be promulgated in a year. Supporting struggles demanded that we meet this deadline and get the report ready early as an input to policy making. That involved treading an unbeaten path in our effort to combine mobilisation with a time bound database to influence policy. 


To some extent they contradicted each other. To achieve the former, we had to walk along with the tribal communities who had a flexible timeframe though not undisciplined. To influence policies, the report had to have academic credibility, had to be based on the individual interview based methodology, had to be got ready within a deadline and had to reach the policy makers before the draft was finalised. Methodologies had to be combined and a new approach evolved to respond to these two demands together.

Choice of Methodologies 


This challenge of combining methodologies brought us face to face with the first set of problems. Our experience had shown us that if the scholars and decision-makers disagreed with us, they would not question our conclusions since it would be politically incorrect. They would focus on our methodology. To pre-empt it, we had to be strict with the technique of individual data collection and analysis. But in an attempt to ensure partnership we involved many social activists and some forest dwellers in the decision concerning the study, in identifying the issues around forests and tribals and in formulating the schedule. We also decided on two reports. Activists were to prepare a popular report and the external researchers to work on a profes​sional one. The understanding was that the latter was the voice of the people translated into a language that the decision-makers and the academia understood and the former was for people’s mobilisation. 


Because they were involved in it as partners, some activists owned up the study as their own. But it caused serious problems with some others. The studies conducted in 133 villages of 18 blocks in 11 districts of Orissa and Chhattisgarh had to have a common schedule to ensure that the data were comparable. But the people’s situation, demands and aspirations differed from place to place. We included all of them in a single schedule instead of a short common questionnaire with regional issues added to it in the second part. The decision to have a single schedule resulted in an unwieldy questionnaire. 


Integral to our effort at partnership was the decision to choose ac​tivists as field investigators. We chose only those who had established a rapport with the people since we needed reliable data. But to avoid accusations of subjectivity from academic circles we sent them to villages where they were not involved till then. Another objective of the latter step was to assist the activist group to establish new contacts in villages where they were not involved. It worked well but had many limitations. Because they were good at establishing a rapport with the people, they were effective in using group discussion for mobilisation. But they were not used to the deadlines demanded by research. So they could not cope with them. The voluntary agency from which the activists were chosen as investigators, had to take them off their work for some months. Their work suffered as a result. So some leaders who were not clear on the scope of individual interviews felt that we were using them as cheap labour. Later some realised that their involvement in the study had helped them to establish contacts with new villages. But since they did not see any immediate benefit during the study, they resented what they considered inter​ruption of their work. 


That raised questions concerning ownership. Thanks to the involvement of social activists, we got qualitatively good and reliable data. Our efforts at partnership continued through regular meetings of the participants at which we presented the draft report to them and gave them feedback on the progress of the study. But the long schedule, the deadlines and interruption of work made it difficult to use individual data collection as a tool of mobilisation. Because of the urge to get the report ready on time, many activists viewed it as our study in which they participated, not as a common enterprise with them and the tribals. A sign of their perception is the fact that the popular report never materialised.


Besides, we had to develop new approaches to the interview technique itself. An individual interview is an urban middle class myth. Most villagers are not used to it. His/her peers and family members join the respondent during the interview and often contradict his/her statements. So we decided to take the family as the sample. Within it we chose one person as the main respondent. Otherwise there was the danger of the man considered its head, speaking on behalf of the whole family. We wanted to get the views both of men and women. Choosing one person as respondent was helpful in it. But we were careful not to ignore the peers and family members. The investigators interviewed the main respondent indepth and recorded his/her views and those of the rest separately. While analysing the data the latter views were matched with those of the respondent to arrive at conclusions which would not have been possible from individual interviews alone.


This modification was doubly important in the effort to get the views of women. Very few educated female investigators are available who are prepared to go to the rural areas where most studies are done. In most Indian cultures men cannot interview women though the opposite is possi​ble. So the proportion of women in the sample tends to be lower than their percentage in the population. By having the family together, also women's voice was heard even when men were interviewed. We did not succeed in having an equal number in all the studies. But in most of our studies they were around 40%.

Who Owns Knowledge? 


Despite good quality data, the question of ownership remained unanswered. We tried to tackle it in some studies that followed. Some of them were done at the request of the social activists. One such study ended with a popular report in English, Hindi and Oriya though many problems were faced when it was in progress (Fernandes and Menon 1987). This and a few more positive experiences notwithstanding, we have not been able to tackle the issue of ownership fully, mainly because of the need to combine methodologies. In an effort to find an answer, one of the researchers went directly to a village and lived with the people for some months as academic scholars do. She got the help of an activist group in identifying and contacting the village and even in interviews. But it remained her study, not a combined effort. At this stage she had the advantage of not being linked to an institution. So she could dissociate herself from the problems of partnership linked to it but use her earlier associa​tion with it to be effective. Through her approach she avoided the ambiguity that had arisen around ownership while at the same time supporting action in the field.


But it also raised other questions. Some hold that approaching the people directly without the activists they are in touch with amounts to outsiders imposing themselves on the people and ignoring the local partners. One does not have a definite answer to it. We only know is that through this approach, she was able to relate to tribal women and get involved in their issues better than what she would have done had she depend​ed on the social activists alone. We believe that such support to struggles is integral to ownership and partnership. Besides, by gaining tribal women’s confidence, she got qualitatively superior data. An example is the insights she gained about tribal men’s outmigration. Most assume that poverty is its only push factor. She learnt from many respondents that poverty, though a major issue, was not the only one. Change in men’s status is as important. They were the traditional village protectors, hunters and rulers. These roles have now been taken over by the police, the forest department and the panchayat. So they have lost their social standing. Migrating to a tea estate, earning some money and coming back with a new value system and at times a second younger wife is a mode of re-acquiring their status (Menon 1995). 


This is one possible answer to the issue of ownership. But partnership also requires continuity. Individual involvement may not respond to this need. So we attempted other steps in studies like "Women's Status in the Delhi Bastis" (Fer​nandes 1990). The participation of voluntary agencies was relatively easy in it since we were already in touch with them before the study. We also held a long dialogue with their leaders before beginning it. Besides, a component of the study was an evaluation of their effectiveness in the slums according to criteria agreed upon together by the partners. Their involvement in conceptualis​ing and formulating the questionnaire and planning the sched​ule strengthened a sense of partnership. Besides, the leaders were happy to get feedback on the impact of their work from researchers whom they knew. They also saw the possibility of building up human resources in their organisation by involving their staff in the study. But problems arose because of lack of continuity. We employed research staff on con​tract. The person in this case, lacked a good understanding of the process. Her focus was on the report. So the invol​vement of the activists suffered though a good quality report was produced. Ownership continued to be an issue despite good partnership.

Raising More Questions

One can thus see that the answers found are only partial. As one question gets answered, more are raised particularly on ownership. In the discussion on this issue our starting point is that knowledge belongs to the people. This ideological stand has become more relevant today because globalisation results in greater attack on traditional knowledge than in the past. For example, the GATT Agreement on Trade Related Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS) puts traditional knowledge in the public domain, as such at the disposal of biotechnology owning companies that pirate and patent it without sharing its benefits with the communities that have developed it for centuries. They even have the potential to deprive the communities of their right to use their traditional knowledge. In this context, the issue of whether the researcher should approach the people directly or through activists becomes less important than how he/she should deal with their knowledge.


Linked closely to it is the challenge of capacity building among the activists and local people. It is required both to continue the process initiated during the study and to enable them to deal with the threats to their knowledge from the corporate sector. Without their being aware of it, researchers often become tools in the hands of the corporate sector by publishing knowledge gathered from them and putting it in the public domain. So we see the need to build up local human resources to support the communities that have developed the knowledge systems and to further organise their knowledge without putting it at the disposal of those trying to pirate it. The outsiders who are in touch with the macro-system can help the community to be aware of the threats to their knowledge systems. Ongoing protection has to come from the people and their local intermediaries, not from the outsider. The interface role of the researcher can assist them in the task. A possible solution is for the external researcher to work with local scholars who are in ongoing touch with the community. Development of such scholars who are in constant touch with the people and activists can influence several communities simultaneously (Sahgal 1998). 


That also seems to answer the question whether the researcher should approach the people directly or through activists. An individual organisation approaching the people directly can be effective from the perspective of establishing relations with them and getting good information. But they may not be able to spread the process. It is because by approaching the people directly, the outsider deals with one community at a time. By working with social activists, they influence many communities simultaneously. On the negative side, when they go through social activists, they have no way of knowing whether the process is useful to the people, whether it reaches them at all or stops at the activists. Going straight to the people helps the researcher to know which groups con​tinue the process and which ones do not. So the solution seems to be to find a via media.

Activism with Professionalism 


That was the next challenge to face particularly in the ongoing series of studies on displacement. Their objective is to create a compre​hensive qualitative and quantitative database on all deprival in India, 1951-1995. For the quantitative database we depend on official and research documents. The third phase on the impact of displacement requires primary data collection. By their nature and our conviction the studies have to be collaborative between us and scholars and social activists in the State where they are done. We tried the via media in them. To build up human resources and maximise the awareness building and participatory processes, we joined persons committed to this approach. 


In so doing we had also to face the issue of the type of supervisor. Though we tried to face them, many earlier ques​tions on the role of external researchers remain unanswered. We asked ourselves whether partnership with social activists could meet the objectives of the study. It was obvious that the third phase could be used for mobilisation. Even in this phase, group discussion can be of greater use than primary data collection. We were convinced that the quantitative database could be a tool only of advocacy, for policy changes, for a national consciousness of the immensity of the problem and to develop local human resources. We felt that only in a few cases social activists would be investigators in this phase. We decided to attempt this modified approach in a limited number of cases in the pilot study we did in Orissa. We chose 11 representative projects (Fernandes and Raj 1992) and went on to the quantitative database 1951-1995 (Fernandes and Asif 1997). 



Working with activists becomes easier if the outsider has a long and transparent dialogue with them. We did it with groups that were open to the study and wanted to develop the potential of their staff. During this dialogue we realised to our surprise that some of them were intent on using quantitative data collection too both to help their staff to grow in the analytical and intellectual dimensions and for mobilisation. So some activists were involved both in quantitative and qualitative data collection. It answered the question on whether ac​tivists can become investigators. No sweeping state​ment can be made about it. Many activists have developed an anti-intellectual stance and have no use for an intellectual dimension in their work. Some others have had negative experienc​es with researchers who used their base to their own benefit. They are keen on an ongoing analysis of their work or on building up resource material of use to themselves and others but are afraid that outsiders will exploit their contacts with the people to their own benefit. 


Though we were sensitive to these experiences, while evaluating the study, we realised that we too were in danger of using activists as cheap labour. They collected data. But due to time constraints we did not train them to code, computerise and analyse them. Fortunately we had an ongoing relationship with them. So after completing the study we could undo the damage. We transferred to a group, the data from the districts in which it wanted to be a resource centre and tried to train its staff in data entry, analysis and report writing. They in their turn saw the possibility of discussing even the quantitative data with the people and of using them as a tool of mobilisation (Fernandes et al. 2000).


But advocacy being our main task, our focus is on the media, legal activists professionals and decision-makers. One of our objectives is pro-people policies particularly in the context of liberalisation that takes more land acquisition and displacement than in the past for granted (MRD 1994. 1.1). So to us the professional report is a mode of making the people’s voice heard by the decision-makers and of building up support for the cause in the academia. That required us to work with local researchers committed to the cause. There are many such persons with a political orientation, professional background, ideological and personal commitment required to get involved in people’s struggles. Precisely because of it demands from the field are high on them. So they lack time to devote to long term studies. They become pure activists instead of being scholar activists which is the type needed to influence policies and develop local human resources. They have to support activists through frequent visits and discussion with them and through advocacy. But many like to be involved directly in a few localities rather than take a macro-approach. 


Such a combination of activism and scholarship is essential. Macro-research with no follow up remains academic. Micro-action re​mains localised and can be suppressed easily. To be effective one has to combine people’s mobi​lisation with advocacy in their favour and translate their aspira​tions into the language the decision-makers understand. For it to be effective, they have also to involve legal, research and other activists and identify those who can combine the analytical and activist dimensions. That is what we tried in the displacement studies in order to turn them into collaborative efforts between us, social activists, local scholars and people’s communities. Through them we have attained much conceptual clarity on the methodology to follow in our attempt to turn research into a tool of mobilisation and policy changes. 

Some Questions

Often it has remained a dream. Several questions remain unanswered. In every new study, we have to go through the process all over again. But we believe that it is a step in the right direction. It deals with the dilemma of scholars who want to be relevant and contribute to social transformation. But many more questions remain unanswered. The first of them concerns the relationship between the social activist, the people and the researcher. We are aware that we have no right to undermine the activist’s work. But we are equally aware that the voluntary sector has changed enormously during the last two decades. From a purely awareness building approach, many social activists had to face the challenge of building up the livelihood of the people. To achieve it, some have learnt to combine the educational with economic and technical inputs and contribute to social transformation. 


On the other side, in recent years many who view the volun​tary sector as self-employment, join it without adequate motivation for social transformation. Not having the respect for the people’s culture that is essential for social transformation, they impose on the subaltern classes the middle class value system that they bring with them. Instead of supporting transformation, they can be counter-productive from this perspective. Another important condition of social transformation is co-ordi​nated action. It was relatively easy in the late 1970s and early 1980s. Today ideological differences combined with leadership conflicts and pressure from some funders have become divisive factors. Another important development is the emergence of voluntary agencies that are front organisations of political parties or set up by retired bureaucrats. They have plenty of money because of their official links. They tend to get into the limelight and to take over the lead​ership of networks thus making co-ordinated action difficult (Fernandes 1995: 290-292).


The changes in the voluntary sector are a new challenge to researchers. They impose on them an obligation to pay attention to the ideology of their partners. They cannot ignore activists who are supportive of social transformation.  But many of them are not equipped for research. Inversely, many recent groups that are not committed to social transformation are equipped to do academic research. The researchers who look for professional competence and want to meet deadlines, run the risk of relating to them rather than to good activists since they can deliver the goods. Hence the need for socially committed researcher to clarify their perspective about the imperative to turn research into a tool of people’s mobilisation. Their methodology has to keep changing to suit these objectives. No one approach has all the answers. The academic approach may get priority in some cases and mobilisation in others. They have to be combined with measures like legal action and public opinion. Basic to them is social transformation.

Conclusion


We have tried to analyse in this paper, some experiments in combining participatory with traditional methodologies, and the principles that should guide these efforts. A conclusion that stands out is that the practice has to keep changing according to the human resources avail​able to the researcher. No method is exclusive. The researcher may at times work directly with the people and in some other cases with social activists. In a few instances it may be a combination of the activist groups and people's communities and in rare cases a purely external type of research. These have to be decided case by case. The second insight that follows from it is that, not merely in one's ideology but also in the approach the researcher has to be creative. The ideological issues of ownership of knowledge and social transformation are primary in the choice both of methodology and of partners. Ownership demands that they function as facilitators of the people affected by the issue under study and those active among them. Ideology demands that in the choice of partners as well as methodology, social transformation be the main criterion.
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