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This paper argues the case for an actor-oriented analysis of development policy and intervention. In so doing, I aim to clarify a number of critical issues concerning how actors, organizing practices, and institutional/structural constraints are conceptualized within this framework of analysis. 

At the heart of an actor-oriented sociology of development is the characterization of social action as implying both social meaning and social practice. Its intellectual roots lie in theories of symbolic interaction and social exchange current in the 1960s. Later, in the late 1970s, they formed the basis for a strong critique of structural and institutional types of explanations, such as those offered by modernization, political economy and neo-Marxist analysis; in short, with grand theories and hegemonic explanations in general. 

Already in 1977, in An Introduction to the Sociology of Rural Development, I had stressed the importance of what I called an actor-oriented analysis of development, and in the early 1980s, I set about challenging certain ‘received wisdoms´ current in development theory and research. The main task, as I saw it, was to advance a more sophisticated treatment of social change and development that emphasized the central significance of ´human agency´ and self-organizing processes, and the mutual determination of so-called ‘internal’ and ‘external’ factors and relationships (Long 1984). This implied a focus on the lifeworlds and interlocking ´projects´ of actors, and the development of theoretically grounded methods of social research that allowed for the elucidation of social meanings, purposes and powers. It also required delving more deeply into the social and cultural discontinuities and ambiguities inherent in the ‘battlefields of knowledge’ that shaped the relations between local actors, development practitioners and researchers (Long 1989, Long and Long 1992). 

This image of the 'battlefields of knowledge' was chosen to convey the idea of contested arenas in which actors´ understandings, interests and values are pitched against each other. It is here – in the field of intervention primarily, though not exclusively since knowledge dilemmas and controversies also shape the writing and analysis of policy documents and reports, as well as research findings - that struggles over social meanings and practices take place. It is here too where we see most clearly the emergence of various kinds of negotiated orders, accommodations, oppositions, separations and contradictions. Such battlefields arise within and across many different institutional domains and arenas of social action. They are not confined to the local scene or framed by specific institutional settings such as development projects or broader policy programmes. Nor do they involve only interactions between so-called ‘beneficiaries´ and ‘implementers’. Indeed they embrace a wide range of social actors committed to different livelihood strategies, cultural interests and political trajectories. 

Adopting this stance not only provides a more open-ended way of looking at intervention scenarios and the interlocking of arenas pertinent to development processes, it also provides fresh insights into the so-called 'larger questions' of poverty, inequality and domination within the evolving global political economy. It does this by showing how such macro-phenomena and pressing human problems result (intentionally and unintentionally) from the complex interplay of specific actors' strategies, 'projects', resource endowments (material/technical and social/institutional), discourses and meanings. In this way, it explains how the products of social action such as policy documents, technologies, commodity markets, or socio-demographic patterns are constructed socially and culturally.

The approach implies a clear epistemological standpoint. By acknowledging the existence of 'multiple social realities' (i.e. the co-existence of different understandings and interpretations of experience), it questions the ontological realism of positivist science (i.e. of a 'real world' that is simply ‘out there’ to be discovered). Hence, it conceptualises knowledge as involving ways of construing and ordering the world, and not as a simple accumulation of facts or as being unified by some underlying cultural logic, hegemonic order or system of classification. Knowledge emerges out of a complex interplay of social, cognitive, cultural, institutional and situational elements. It is, therefore, always essentially provisional, partial and contextual in nature, and people work with a multiplicity of understandings, beliefs and commitments (Long and Long 1992: 212-213).  

Methodologically this calls for a detailed ethnographic understanding of everyday life and of the processes by which images, identities and social practices are shared, contested, negotiated, and sometimes rejected by the various actors involved. As I show later, the notion of ‘social interface’ provides a useful heuristic device for identifying and analysing the critical points of intersection between different fields or levels of social organization, since it is at these interfaces that discrepancies and discontinuities of value, interest, knowledge and power are clearly revealed. 

An actor-oriented approach to these issue requires a strong sensitivity to the processes by which the practitioner (and likewise, the researcher) enters the lifeworlds of the other social actors (and vice versa), and therefore implies a more reflexive type of understanding than is often the case in development research. In simple terms, the crux of this argument is that practitioners and researchers are both involved in activities in which their observations and interpretations are necessarily tacitly shaped by their own biographical and theoretical perspectives. Thus the trick of good development practice and ethnography alike is to learn how to turn such subjectivities to analytical advantage. The utility of an actor-oriented approach is therefore that it forces us to inquire into how far specific kinds of knowledge (our own included) are shaped by the power domains and social relations in which they are embedded and generated. This helps us to determine the degree to which specific actors’ lifeworlds, organising practices and cultural perceptions are relatively autonomous of or 'colonized' by wider ideological, institutional and power frames. These dimensions, of course, raise a number of complex issues which I cannot pursue any further here. 
Cornerstones of an actor-oriented analysis 

It is helpful, before moving directly to a discussion of policy intervention issues, to provide a synopsis of the conceptual foundations of an actor-oriented analysis. The following statements  capture the key elements:

· Social life is heterogeneous or polymorphic. That is, it comprises a wide diversity of social forms and cultural repertoires, even under seemingly homogeneous circumstances.

· It is necessary to study how such differences are produced, reproduced, consolidated and transformed and to identify the social processes involved, not merely the structural outcomes.  

· Such a perspective requires a theory of agency based upon the capacity of actors to process their, and learn from others’, experiences and to act upon them. Agency implies a certain knowledgeability, whereby experiences and desires are reflexively accorded meanings and purposes, and the capability to command relevant skills, access resources of various kinds, and engage in particular organising practices. 

· Social action is never an individual ego-centred pursuit. It takes place within networks of relations (involving human and non-human components), is shaped by both routine and explorative organising practices, and is bounded by certain social conventions, values and power relations.

· But it would be misleading to assume that such social and institutional constraints can be reduced to general sociological categories and hierarchies based on class, gender, status, ethnicity etc. Social action and interpretation is context specific and contextually generated. Boundary markers are specific to particular domains, arenas and fields of social action and should not be prejudged analytically.  

· Meanings, values and interpretations are culturally constructed but they are differentially applied and reinterpreted in accordance with existing behavioural possibilities or changed circumstances, thereby generating ‘new’ cultural ´standards´. 

· Related to these processes is the question of scale, by which I mean the ways in which ‘micro-scale’ interactional settings and localised arenas are connected to wider ‘macro-scale’ phenomena. Rather than seeing the ‘local’ as shaped by the ‘global’ or the ‘global’ as an aggregation of the ‘local’, an actor perspective aims to elucidate the precise sets of interlocking relationships, actor ‘projects’ and social practices that interpenetrate various social, symbolic and geographical spaces.

· In order to examine these interrelations it is useful to work with the concept of ‘social interface’ which explores how discrepancies of social interest, cultural interpretation, knowledge and power are mediated and perpetuated or transformed at critical points of linkage or confrontation. These interfaces need to be identified ethnographically, not presumed on the basis of predetermined categories.

· Thus the major challenge is to delineate the contours and contents of diverse social forms, explain their genesis and trace out their implications for strategic action and modes of consciousness. That is, we need to understand how these forms take shape under specific conditions and in relation to past configurations, and with a view to examining their viability, self-generating capacities and wider ramifications.

· It is not the aim of actor-oriented analysis to formulate a generic theory of society or social change based on universal principles that govern how social orders are constituted and transformed. Instead it seeks to provide a conceptual and methodological framework for understanding the processes by which particular social forms or arrangements emerge and are consolidated or reworked in the everyday lives of people. 

Deconstructing planned intervention

An actor-oriented perspective has a number of implications for the study (and the design?) of processes of intervention, whether in the fields of development or organisational change.  

In the first place, we need to get behind the myths, models and pretensions of development policy and institutions to uncover ‘the particulars of people’s “lived-in worlds”’ and their strategies for steering themselves through difficult scenarios and turning ‘bad’ into ‘less bad’ circumstances. Despite the many critical analyses now available, development intervention is still often visualised as a discrete set of activities that takes place within a defined time-space setting involving the interaction between so-called `intervening' parties and `target' or `recipient' groups. Such an image isolates intervention from the continuous flow of social life and ongoing relations that evolve between the various social actors, including of course, though not exclusively, the manifold ways in which local actors (both on- and off-stage) interact with implementing officials and organisations. Development interventions are always part of a chain or flow of events located within the broader framework of the activities of the state, international bodies and the actions of the different interest groups operative in civil society. They are also linked to previous interventions, have consequences for future ones, and more often than not are a focus for intra- and inter-institutional struggles over perceived goals, administrative competencies, resource allocation, and institutional boundaries.

Consequently, intervention processes cannot be not confined to the specific `spaces’ and functions delimited by official policies and plans. Nor should we assume that so-called beneficiaries reduce or limit their perceptions of reality and its problems simply to those defined for them by the intervening agency as constituting the `project' or `programme'. People process their own experiences of ‘projects' and  ‘interventions', alongside their many other experiences and livelihood concerns. They construct their own memory of these experiences, as well as take into account the experiences of other groups within their socio-spatial networks. That is, they may learn from the differential responses, strategies and experiences of others outside the target population or specific action programme. And the same holds true for those who work as implementers or facilitators. Hence, for many of the social actors involved, interventions have no clear beginning marked by the formal definition of goals and means, nor any final cut-off point or `end-date' as identified by the writing of final reports or evaluations.

This boxing in of space and time (and therefore also of strategies and options) characteristic of development practice is underpinned by various kinds of interventionist discourse which are essentially ‘diagnostic and prescriptive’ (Apthorpe 1984: 128), and which promote the idea that problems are best tackled by dividing up empirical complexity into ‘a series of independently given realities’ based mostly on ‘sectoral’ criteria (such as agriculture, health, housing, and poverty alleviation) and designing appropriate policy solutions. According to Schaffer (1984: 143), such policy discourse encourages the misconception that policy comprises verbal and voluntaristic decisions and authoritative documents, after which something else quite different, called ‘implementation’, takes place.

This image of the administrative discreteness of policy and intervention processes is reinforced by the notion of the `project cycle’ that frames sequentially the various activities that take place (such as setting the policy agenda, defining the problem, formulating alternatives, designing the policy, implementing it and evaluating the results) in a linear and logical order (see Clay & Schaffer 1984: 3-5; and Palumbo 1987: 38-41). This encourages the view that project preparation and implementation takes the form of a `rational' problem-solving process which involves experts (either alone or in consultation with their clients) ‘in becoming aware of symptoms, in formulating the problem, in identifying the causes (diagnosis), in generating alternative solutions and in choosing and  implementing an appropriate one ... [and] finally, help[ing] evaluate the results’ (Röling 1988: 57). But, as any experienced practitioner will readily acknowledge, these processes are a lot more messy and often overlap. Each and every one of them is entangled in complex sets of evolving social practices, negotiations, and political and epistemological struggles that involve a multiplicity of actors with divergent and sometimes contradictory agendas.

Thus, in order to stand back from ideal-typical conceptions of planned intervention, we must concentrate upon understanding planned intervention as a complex set of historically unfolding social encounters and battles over meanings and resources, in which certain spatial and temporal dimensions play a role as elements linked to particular historical events and processes. There is, as I suggested earlier, on the side of the ‘intervened', the accumulated knowledge of previous experiences of interventions of various sorts, and not only those organised by the state. These experiences constitute a kind of historical imprint and template which is both ‘collective’, in the sense that it shared as a legacy by a particular group of people, and ‘individual’, in that the biographies of particular persons contain within them a kind of memory bank of various `intervention' experiences. And the same holds for those groups and institutions depicted as the ‘intervening’ parties, such as government development agencies or individual bureaucrats. Intervention processes are thus shaped by both collective and personal memories of state-civic society relations, local initiatives and inter-institutional struggles.

Intervention, then, implies the confrontation or inter-penetration of different lifeworlds and socio-political experiences. Looked at from this point of view, the ‘unreal’ time-space and policy-cycle conceptions contained within orthodox intervention models may become strategic weapons in the hands of intervening agencies who, wittingly or otherwise, make superfluous the significance of memory and learning from the past.
 This attitude is reinforced by the assumption that, whatever the difficulties of the past and however entrenched the patterns of underdevelopment, a well-designed and well-targeted programme of intervention can make the break with the dead-weight of `traditional' modes of existence, thus stimulating or inaugurating `development', whatever its specific features.

These considerations lead to the conclusion that we need to deconstruct the concept of intervention so that it is recognized for what it fundamentally is, namely, an ongoing, socially-constructed and negotiated process, not simply the execution of an already-specified plan or framework for action with expected outcomes. For example, it is usually assumed ‘that decision makers, before they act, identify goals, specify alternative ways of getting there, assess the alternatives against a standard such as costs and benefits, and then select the best alternative’. However, as Palumbo and Nachmias (1983: 9-11) go on to point out, policy makers often ‘are not looking for the best way or most efficient alternative for solving a problem. They are instead searching for support for action already taken, and for support that serves the interests of various components of the policy shaping community.’ It is not enough then to modify or seek refinements of orthodox views on planned intervention. Instead, one must break with conventional models, images and reasoning, and open up the issues to interface analysis.

The interface problematic for development research and policy issues

The notion of social interface offers a way of exploring and understanding issues of diversity and conflict inherent in processes of external intervention. Interfaces typically occur at points where different, and often conflicting, lifeworlds or social fields intersect; or more concretely, in social situations or arenas in which interactions become oriented around problems of bridging, accommodating, segregating or contesting social, evaluative and cognitive standpoints. Social interface analysis aims to elucidate the types and sources of social discontinuity and linkage present in such situations and to identify the organisational and cultural means of reproducing or transforming them. In doing so, we can  develop a more adequate analysis of policy transformation processes,  since it enables us to understand more fully the differential responses of local groups (including both ‘target’ and ‘non‑target’ populations) to planned interventions. It forges a theoretical middle ​ground between so‑called micro and macro theories of change by showing how interactions between ‘intervening’ parties and ‘local’ actors shape the outcomes of particular intervention policies, often with significant repercussions on patterns of change at regio​nal, national and even international levels.

Although the word 'inter​face' tends to convey the image of some kind of two‑sided articulation or face-to-face confrontation, social interface situations are more complex and multiple in nature, containing within them many different interests, relationships and modes of rationality and power. While analysis focuses on points of confrontation and social difference, these must be situated in broader institutional and knowledge/power domains. In addition, it requires a methodology that counterpoises the voices, experiences and practices of all the relevant social actors involved, including the experiential ‘learning curves’ of policy practitioners and researchers.

Key elements of an interface perspective

Interface as an organised entity of interlocking relationships and intentionalities

Interface analysis focuses on the linkages and networks that develop between individuals or parties rather than on individual or group strategies. Continued interaction encourages the development of boundaries and shared expectations that shape the interaction of the participants so that over time the interface itself becomes an organised entity of interlocking relationships and intentionalities.

Interface as a site for conflict, incompa​tibility and negotiation 

Although interface interactions presuppose some degree of common interest, they also have a propensity to generate conflict due to contradictory interests and objectives or to unequal power relations. Negotiations at the interface are sometimes carried out by individuals who represent particular constituencies, groups or organisations. Their position is inevitably ambivalent since they must respond to the demands of their own groups as well as to the expectations of those with whom they must negotiate. 

In analysing the sources and dynamics of contradiction and ambivalence in interface situations, it is important not to prejudge the case by assuming that certain divisions or loyalties (such as those based on class, ethnicity or gender) are more fundamental than others. One should also not assume that because a particular person 'represents' a specific group or institution, that he or she necessarily acts in the interests or on behalf of his/her fellows. The link between representatives and constituencies (with their differentiated memberships) must be empirically established, not taken for granted.

Interface and the clash of cultural paradigms

The concept of interface helps us to focus on the production and transformation of differences in worldviews or cultural paradigms. Interface situations often provide the means by which individuals or groups come to define their own cultural or ideological positions vis-à-vis those espousing or typifying opposing views. For example, opinions on agricultural development expressed by technical experts, extension workers and farmers seldom completely coincide; and the same is true for those working for a single government department with a defined policy mandate. Hence agronomists, community development workers, credit officers, irrigation engineers, and the like, often disagree on the problems and priorities of agricultural development. These differences cannot be reduced to personal idiosyncrasies but reflect differences laid down by differential patterns of socialisation and professionalisation, which often lead to miscommunication or a clash of rationalities. The process is further compounded by the coexistence of several different cultural models or organising principles within a single population or administrative organisation which creates room for manoeuvre in the interpretation and utilisation of these cultural values or standpoints.

It becomes necessary, therefore, to identify the conditions under which particular definitions of reality and visions of the future are upheld, to analyse the interplay of cultural and ideological oppositions, and to map out the ways in which bridging or distancing actions and ideologies make it possible for certain types of interface to reproduce or transform themselves.

The centrality of knowledge processes

Linked to the last point is the importance of knowledge processes. Knowledge is a cognitive and social construction that results from and is constantly shaped by the experiences, encounters and discontinuities that emerge at the points of intersection between different actors’ lifeworlds. Various types of knowledge, including ideas about oneself, other people, and the context and social institutions, are important in understanding social interfaces. Knowledge is present in all social situations and is often entangled with power relations and the distribution of resources. But in intervention situations it assumes special significance since it entails the interplay or confrontation of ‘expert’ versus ‘lay’ forms of knowledge, belief and value, and struggles over their legitimation, segregation and communication.

An interface approach then depicts knowledge as arising from ‘an encounter of horizons’. The incorporation of new information and new discursive or cultural frames can only take place on the basis of already existing knowledge frames and evaluative modes, which are themselves re-shaped through the communicative process. Hence knowledge emerges as a product of interaction, dialogue, reflexivity, and contests of meaning, and involves aspects of control, authority and power. 

Power as the outcome of struggles over meanings and strategic relationships

Like knowledge, power is not simply possessed, accumulated and unproblematically exercised. Power implies much more than how hierarchies and hegemonic control demarcate social positions and opportunities, and restrict access to resources. It is the outcome of complex struggles and negotiations over authority, status, reputation and resources, and necessitates the enrolment of networks of actors and constituencies. Such struggles are founded upon the extent to which specific actors perceive themselves capable of manoeuvring within particular situations and developing effective strategies for doing so. Creating room for manoeuvre implies a degree of consent, a degree of negotiation and thus a degree of power, as manifested in the possibility of exerting some control, prerogative, authority and capacity for action, be it front- or backstage, for brief moments or for more sustained periods. Thus power inevitably generates resistance, accommodation and strategic compliance as regular components of the politics of everyday life. 

Interface as composed of multiple discourses 

Interface analysis enables us to comprehend how ‘dominant’ discourses are endorsed, transformed or challenged. Dominant discourses are characteristically replete with reifications (often of a ‘naturalistic’ kind) that assume the existence and significance of certain social traits and groupings, pertaining, for example, to ‘communities’, hierarchical or egalitarian structures, and cultural constructions of ethnicity, gender, and class. Such discourses serve to promote particular political, cultural or moral standpoints, and they are often mobilised in struggles over social meanings and strategic resources. Yet, while some actors ‘vernacularise’ dominant discourses in order to legitimate their claims upon the state and other authoritative bodies, others choose to reject them by deploying and defending countervailing or ‘demotic’ (lit. ‘of the people’) discourses that offer alternative, more locally-rooted points of view.
 

A major task of interface analysis is to spell out the knowledge and power implications of this interplay and the blending or segregation of opposing discourses. Discursive practices and competencies develop primarily within the circumstances of everyday social life and become especially salient at critical points of discontinuity between actors’ lifeworlds. It is through the lens of interface that these processes can best be captured conceptually.

The paradox of ‘participatory development’

Intervention processes are embedded in, and generate, social processes that imply aspects of power, authority and legitimation; and they are more likely to reflect and exacerbate cultural differences and conflict between social groups than they are to lead to the establishment of common perceptions and shared values. And, if this is the normal state of affairs, then it becomes unreal and foolhardy to imagine that facilitators can gently nudge or induce people and organisations towards more ‘participatory’ and equitable modes of integration and co-ordination. This is the paradox of neo-populist discourses and participatory methods aimed at empowering local people. 

Although such neo-populist measures emphasise 'listening to the people', understanding the 'reasoning behind local knowledge', strengthening ‘local organisational capacity' and promoting 'alternative development strategies', they nevertheless carry with them the connotation of power being injected from outside in order to shift the balance of forces towards forms of local self-determination. In other words, they imply the idea of empowering people through strategic intervention by 'enlightened experts' who make use of ‘people's science' and ‘local intermediate organisations' to promote development 'from below’. While acknowledging the need to take serious account of local people's solutions to the problems they face, the issues are often presented as involving the substitution of  'blueprint' by 'learning’ approaches to the planning and management of projects or in terms of 'new' for 'old' style professionalism geared to promoting participatory management and participatory research and evaluation methods.

Such formulations, however, do not escape the managerialist and interventionist undertones inherent in the idea of ‘development’. That is, they tend to evoke the image of more knowledgeable and powerful outsiders helping the powerless and less discerning local folk. Of course, many field practitioners facing the everyday problems of project implementation show an acute awareness of this paradox of participatory strategies.  But, no matter how firm the commitment to good intentions, the notion of ‘powerful outsiders’ assisting ‘powerless insiders’ is constantly smuggled in. This is the central dilemma of planning and designing the means for engineering change in the first place. It is not removed by stressing the goals of participation and empowerment. 

The contribution of an interface approach

The struggle for space or room for manoeuvre – at once a battle over images, relationships and resources – and the social transformations and ramifications it entails, can, I believe,  be captured best through an interface perspective. Such an approach provides a heuristic device for identifying the sites of social discontinuity, ambiguity and cultural difference, and sensitises the researcher and practitioner to the importance of exploring how discrepancies of social interest, cultural interpretation, knowledge and power are mediated and perpetuated or transformed at critical points of confrontation and linkage. 

In order to get to grips with these contradictory and discontinuous processes, the researcher and practitioner needs to access and learn lessons from the ‘autonomous’ settings in which people cope with their own problems, irrespective of whether or not the foci of concern or parameters of action can be linked with outside intervention. This requires the adoption of a rigorous ethnographic stance. One must go to where people are already engaged in interactions, problem-solving activities or routine social practice and negotiate a role or combination of roles for oneself, as participant observer, active collaborator, adviser, etc. A fundamental principle of actor-oriented research is that it must based on actor-defined issues or problematic situations, whether defined by policy makers, researchers, intervening private or public agents or local actors, and whatever the spatial, cultural, institutional and power arenas involved. Such issues or situations are often, of course, perceived, and their implications interpreted, very differently by the various parties or actors involved. Hence, from the outset one faces the dilemma of how to represent problematic situations when confronted with multiple voices and contested ‘realities’. Specific social arenas are of course discursively constructed and delimited practically by the language use and strategic actions of the actors involved. How far consensus is achieved over the definition of any one situation requires empirical evidence. One should not assume a shared vision or common negotiating platform. Actors must work towards such joint commitments and there are always possibilities for opting out or ‘free riding’.

All actors operate - mostly implicitly rather than explicitly - with beliefs about agency, that is, they articulate notions about relevant acting units and the kinds of knowledgeability and capability they have vis-à-vis other social entities. This raises the question of how people’s perceptions of the actions and agency of others shape their own behaviour. For example, local farmers may have reified views about ‘the state’ or ‘the market’ as actors, which, irrespective of their dealings with individual government officials or market traders, can influence their expectations of the outcomes of particular interventions. The same applies to the attribution of motives to authoritative local actors, such as political bosses and village leaders. The central issue here is how actors struggle to give meaning to their experiences through an array of representations, images, cognitive understandings, and emotional responses. Though the repertoire of ‘sense-making’ filters and antennae will vary considerably, such processes are to a degree framed by ‘shared’ cultural perceptions, which are subject to reconstitution or transformation. Local cultures are always, as it were, ‘put to the test’ as they encounter the less familiar or the strange. Analysis must therefore address itself to the intricacies and dynamics of relations between differing lifeworlds, and to processes of cultural construction. In this way, one aims, as it were, to map out what we might describe as a cartography of cultural difference, power and authority.

Such interface analysis has a direct bearing on how one looks at policy processes. Policy debates, including policy formulation, implementation and evaluation, are permeated by interface discontinuities and struggles. Indeed the whole process consists of an intricate series of socially-constructed and negotiated transformations relating to different institutional domains and differentially affecting a variety of actors. Hence an awareness of the dynamics of interface encounters and how they shape events and actor interests and identities is critical.

Whatever the precise policy issues and implementing structures, it is essential to avoid framing problems and looking for solutions from within a framework of formal-logical models and rationalistic procedures. Such approaches accord far too much weight to external expert systems and undervalue the practical knowledge and organising capacities that develop among field level practitioners and local actors. After all it is the day-to-day decisions, routines, and strategies devised for coping with uncertainties, conflicts of interest and cultural difference that make or break policy. Indeed it has been persuasively argued that it is precisely at such implementation interfaces that de facto policy is created.   

In order to understand these ‘autonomous’ fields of action and the pressures impinging on them, researchers must devise ways of entering the everyday lifeworlds of the variety of actors represented in order to learn how each attempts to deal with the complexities of implementer/client relationships. This requires field strategies based not only on observing and teasing out the meanings of other people’s lifeworlds but also on the willingness of field practitioners and policy makers to share their experiences and to put them to the test. Hence we must develop types of reflexive ethnography that explore the relationship between actors’ practical-everyday and researchers’ theoretical understandings of problematic situations. The added value of this approach is that it enables us to consider the practitioner (both researcher and field officer) as part of the web of powers, constraints, opportunities and potentialities of specific intervention situations. Interface analysis offers a useful conceptual framework for achieving this.

A word of warning

In building a picture of everyday encounters and modes of organisation and knowledge, we must be careful not to reify cultural phenomena, even if local people and policy makers do so themselves by using labelling or classificatory devices. The latter create simplifications or black boxes, like the idea of society being neatly divided into ‘ethnic communities’ or ‘class categories’, or planners’ visions of needy ‘target groups’ or ‘stakeholder categories’, that obscure rather than throw light on the diversity and complexity of social and cultural arrangements. Moreover such reifications enter into the very process of defining problems for solution, and in this way they may perpetuate existing ideal-typical models of what are ‘normal’ and ‘pathological’ conditions. Instead we must give close attention to the heterogeneity of social practice by focusing on the differential social responses to apparently similar structural conditions: for only in this way can we explain the significance of certain types of strategic agency and knowledge/power constructions. Examples of interface encounters should not then be cited merely to illustrate general principles of cultural polarity, organisational dualism or hierarchy. Rather, they should be visualised as providing a methodological entry point for examining the dynamics and transformation of inter-cultural and inter-institutional relationships and values.

The multiplicity of interfaces associated with development intervention provide a rich field for exploring these issues, since they throw into sharp relief all the ambivalences and complexities of cultural diversity and conflict. They also reveal the paradoxical nature of planned intervention of all kinds – even those promoting ‘participatory’ programmes – which simultaneously opens up space for negotiation and initiative for some groups, while blocking the interests, ambitions and political agency of others. What we now urgently need is to convince policy makers and development practitioners, in search of better project designs and management techniques, to reflect upon and share with us their firsthand experiences of ‘struggling at the interface’. In this way the actor-oriented framework could be further developed in relation to specific policy practices.

References

Apthorpe, R. (1984). ‘Agriculture and strategies: the language of development policy’, in E.J Clay & B.B. Schaffer (eds).
Arce, A. & Long, N. (eds) (2000).  Anthropology, Development and Modernities: Exploring Discourses, Counter-tendencies and Violence. London and New York: Routledge.
Baumann, G. (1996). Contesting Culture: Discourses of Identity in Multi-Ethnic London. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Clay E.J.& Schaffer, B.B.  (eds) (1984). Room for Manoeuvre: An Explanation of Public Policy in Agriculture and Rural Development. London: Heinemann Educational. 
Long, N. (1984) ‘Creating Space for Change: A perspective on the Sociology of Development’, Inaugural lecture, Wageningen University. Revised version in Sociologia Ruralis,Vol. XXIV, 3-4: 168-84.

Long, N. (ed) (1989). Encounters at the Interface: A Perspective on Social Discontinuities in Rural Development. Wageningen Studies in Sociology, No. 27, Wageningen University.

Long, N. & Long, A. (eds) (1992). Battlefields of Knowledge: The Interlocking of Theory and Practice in Social Research and Development. London and New York: Routledge. 
Long, N. (2001). Development Sociology: Actor Perspectives. London and New york: Routledge.

Palumbo, D.J. (ed) (1987) The Policies of Program Evaluation. Beverley Hills and London: Sage.

 Palumbo, D.J. & Nachmias, D. (1983). ‘The Pre-Conditions for Successful Evaluation. Is There and Ideal Type?’ Policy Sciences, Vol. 16: 67-79. 
Ploeg, J.D. van der (1987) De Verwettenschapperlijking van de Landbouwbeoefening [The Scientification of Agricultural Practice]. Wageningen: Wageningen University.

Röling, N.G. (1988). Extension Science: Information Systems in Agricultural Development. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 

Schaffer, B.B. (1984). ‘Towards Responsibility: Public Policy in Concept and Practice’, in E.J. Clay and Schaffer, B.B.
Norman Long

Wageningen April 10th 2002

�I do not, of course, exclude the possibility that intervention practices may significantly affect the social organisation of time and space of those involved. This is illustrated by irrigation projects in the Andes which, in order to cope with their own goals, introduce wage labour for the construction of canals and other infrastructure, when such work is normally organised by communities through the mobilisation of faenas (co-operative labour groups). Since the latter mode of organisation often entails longer time spans than the typical project cycle of five years, the organisation of time, space, labour and material resources are forced into a new and much shorter time frame, with major social implications. For a general discussion of this problem, see van der Ploeg 1987: 155-8.





� For an account of the precursors of interface analysis and a fuller explication of it in relation to actor-oriented/social constructionist  theoretical perspectives, see N. Long, Encounters at the Interface, 1989, Wageningen; (with Ann Long) Battlefields of Knowledge, 1992, Routledge; and my book Development Sociology: Actor Perspectives,  2001, Routledge. 


� See Baumann 1996, for further insight into these processes in a multi-ethnic area of London, also Arce and Long 2000. 
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