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Foreword  

 

Everyone agrees that change is required in the way development is 

thought of, talked about, and done. Various efforts over the past decade 

have attempted this change.  Significant resources have been spent in fine 

tuning approaches, sharpening tools, and adapting methods. It can be 

argued, however, that these efforts have neither adequately reflected 

development contexts nor have shown the ability to be agile. Where they 

have been contextual and relevant, they have not been able to scale. A 

variety of reasons may have constrained attempts at changing our 

practice of development. These include some fundamental realities that 

ought to be recognized and incorporated in our work.  

uncertain.  The uncertainty should be engaged knowing that calculated 

ambiguity, i.e. human agency intersecting with information and 

knowledge, plays a part. How do we do account more fully in our work for 

the manipulation of information and knowledge in “uncertain” or “risky” 

development contexts? 

Second, the landscapes of inequality and justice no longer remain 

confined to other places; they are also at home and a source of great 

disruption to the politics of development.  How do we approach these?  
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Third, we need to acknowledge the path dependency of funding that both 

enables and constrains the way that development unfolds. This dilemma 

must be soberly considered and thoughtfully engaged if real change is to 

take place.  

Fourth, rethinking is insufficient: reimagining is required. We ought to be 

childlike in our curiosity about the contexts that are before us, not being 

constrained by settled wisdom that is based on a different, previous 

imagination of context.  Investing and searching in this way requires a 

reimagination of the way we have appraised context, the way we have 

talked about it, and the way we have practiced in it.   

 

Dr George Varughese 
Niti Foundation 
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Background  

 

On 9 November 2020, the Institute for Global Development hosted a virtual roundtable 

to explore why our ways of thinking and engaging development thus far may be 

inadequate, and to discuss some of the struggles we have in understanding 

uncertainty from practice and disciplinary lenses, how locally rooted insights assist us, 

and how we approach and craft the participation of local communities in development 

efforts. Participants interacted around five short papers with the help of a uthors and 

designated commentators. The intention was to have an open-ended conversation 

that echoed, challenged, and supplemented the reimagining ideas explored in the 

papers. A summary of the papers, available in this report in full, is available here: 

Paper 1: Reimagining Development for a Disrupted World  

Dr George Varughese argues that the disruptions and shifts in development contexts 

of the 21st century are substantial enough to require a reimagining of disciplinary 

referents, signifiers, and orientations while supporting activities that (re)insert deeply 

contextual and practical knowledge to reframe the discourse and the practice of 

development.  

Paper 2: The Significance of History for Development  

Professor Bernardo Michael reflects upon how the work of historians can provide 

lessons for development practi tioners on how to be more critical of their own starting 

points, assumptions, and expectations. 

Paper 3: COVID-19: An opportunity to localise and reimagine development in the 

Pacific? 

Professor Chris Roche and Dr Lisa Denney draw on emerging research from the Pacific 

to explore the ways in which localization/locally led development, conditioned in 

uncertain and ambiguous contexts, shapes new approaches to development practice. 

Paper 4: Public Participation in Development Initiatives within C onflict Affected 

Contexts  
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Dr Dinesha Samararatne analyzes experiences in public participation in constitution -

making in Nepal, Myanmar and Sri Lanka to suggest six dimensions that must be taken 

into account in developing and implementing programs for public participation 

whether in development initiatives, policy-development, law reform or constitution -

making. 

Paper 5: Reframing Developmental Practice: Learning from Deliberative Practice and 

Action Research-based Strategies  

Dr Mani Ram Banjade and Dr Hemant Ojha review, from the perspective of knowledge 
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Reimagining Development for a Disrupted World  

Dr George Varughese 
Niti Foundation  

 

A key message that emerged from the historic global agreements signed in 2015 - 

Sustainable Development Goals, Paris Climate Agreement, and Sendai Framework – 

is that international development practice needs to be changed in a fundamental 

away. Five years on, and now in the middle of the COVID-19 pandemic, the inadequacy 

of the development sector to address emergent issu es, novel or otherwise, is more 

keenly felt. 

Following on from post -war rebuilding of infrastructure the existing paradigm of 

development continues to be preoccupied with Eurocentric perspectives on what 

constitutes development and how it should be done. T
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Alongside such innovations, a number of practical experiments by local 

organizations have also emerged across the Global South demonstrating alternative 

ways of addressing socioeconomic development challenges, as well as navigating 

the political process of planning and decision making on allocation of state 

resources for development. However, these critical projects of developing alternative 

approaches too have struggled to scale and articulate a clear narrative of how a 

constant renewal can happen in both discourse and practice of development to 

remain responsive to disruption.  

Recently, critical commentary about development has not only enlarged its focus but 

also acquired a certain urgency. Before the COVID-19 pandemic, there were calls for 

an interrogation of all levers of societal, political, and institutional transformation  in 

order to achieve a “re-imagination” of our collective futures. ‘After and beyond 

development’ is now part of mainstream discourse (Kothari et. al. 2019).  Now in 2020, 

there are earnest exhortations to meet this moment of pandemic crisis with enquiries 

of models of aid, in order to come up with a “new way to think about our world and 

what we do in it.” 

Such calls convey a rising worry about the disconnect between the realities of the 

context of development and the discourse shaping its funding, research, and practice. 

Correctly, attention is being called to the need to practice reciprocity and respect in 

research collaborations  with local partners and to move beyond innovative ideas of 

development to actual change in practice of development. But where to begin? 

Constraints to Reimagination  

In the face of the pandemic crisis, it is unsurprising that there are sincere calls for 

solidarity and renewal of commitments to the international system to bring global 

development efforts back  
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A Ground -Up Perspective  

A ground-up perspective requires respect for and acceptance of expertise, knowledge, 

and analysis of practice in and from development contexts. Projectized or donor -

driven research about development contexts is necessary but insufficient not only 

because it can be inequitable but also because it uses evidence that is simplified and 

incomplete. This results in a misalignment between the development sector’s 

discursive orientation and the reality of the context in which it operates, which in turn 

results in delivery approaches and mensuration techniques that are not fit for purpose.  

Ground-up perspectives of the multi -layered, intertemporal, and multi-agent nature of 

evidence need to inform any re-imagination of development. Absent those 

perspectives, more information and analysis does not necessarily translate into better 

development design and engagement. 

For example, a ground-up practice-based perspective assesses ‘uncertainty’ in 

development contexts-- perhaps more usefully--in apposition with ‘ambiguity’. 

Countries that are mired in conflict and misgovernance arguably struggle with a 

calculated ambiguity -- as to who wields power, and as to which norm or rule is to 

apply in any given context. Often, this contextual ambiguity is deliberately engineered 

by political elites to diminish the role of state institutions and regulation, promote ad 

hoc unaccountable decision-making, and perpetuate rent seeking, corruption, and 

impunity (Niti Foundation 2019; Chayes 2017). Local organizations and practitioners 

have shown that they can deliver results under these conditions even when many 
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Reconnecting to Context  

As the most significant disruption in recent decades, the COVID-19 pandemic crisis 

has amplified and sharpened critical commentary about the suitability of 

development’s current paradigm — both as regards its conceptual frameworks as 

well as in terms of its qms.1 ( <vd)1 (e)-3 (r)-5 (y(m)-7 (e)-3 chp)-2 (a)1 (n)-17 (is)-3.1 (m)-6.9 is — 
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contexts continuously and more authentically has compromised our ability to be 

helpful during uncertainty and disruption. The COVID-19 pandemic reminds us that 

context matters even more now: investing in methods to reconnect with context 

points towards a pathway for reimagining development.  

An emphasis on reconnecting with context requires an honest look at the value 

placed thus far on practice-driven enquiry and insights, and the lopsided mixture of 

academic disciplines that undergird such enquiry. For example, the dominant focus 
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The Significance of History for Development  

Professor Bernardo Michael  
Messiah University 

 

Development in History  

The one feature that has characterized the “big history” of hominidal life on this planet 

has been the pursuit of order, stability, and predictability in a world marked by change, 

constraints, challenges, and complexity.1 In this sense, while the notion of 

“development” has a modern aura to it, the impulse to “develop” is an ancient human 

response to create order out of the flux of life itself. This enduring story of the pursuit 

of order cannot be viewed as the mere outcome of a cold, calculating, efficient, and 

“rational” intervention by humans. The individual and cooperative capacities of 

humans have not been solely shaped by the political economy of incentives and 

struggles to maximize access to and control over various k inds of resources. They are 

much more than that. Humanity’s development projects that mark the Anthropocene 

have been deeply historical enterprises—undertaken within the ebb and flow of time —

and marked by continuity and change, and marbled with the rich ambiguities and even 

uncertainties of the human experience. In this connection, there seems to be a 

‘historical turn’ taking place in writings on development especially when it comes to 
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hinder economic growth, social and political development. 2 This paper seeks to add 

the voice of a historian in the mix. 

The Work of Historians  

Nearly a quarter century ago, the late Eric Hobsbawm pointed out that “Modern social 

science, policy-making and planning have pursued a model of scientism and technical 

manipulation which systematically, and deliberately, neglects human, and above all, 

historical experience.”3 
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well. The past always imposes significant constraints or costs on present choices. The 

past sets the stage on which human and institutional actors (planners and policy 

makers) have to perform. That is, the context that shapes their work emerges from 

somewhere—out of a particular historical constellation of social, economic and 

political forces. That is, history is not just the prefatory paragraph that opens a report 

or a strategic plan; it is the received context for any plan, as well as the stage on which 

the plan has to work itself out. History is the future of the plan. 

Historians understand the past in terms of the same complexity and uncertainty that 

marks their own present. Perhaps no existentialist philosopher emphasized the 

importance of understanding the uncertainty that marked the human condition than 

the philosopher Karl Jaspers (1883-1969). Jaspers, whose quote opens this paper, 

insisted that uncertainty was something to be understood, not overcome  and 

constituted an essential prerequisite for acting in  the world. Historians like the late 

Chris Bayly and his collaborators point out that “the canoniahe canoituhl (n)-1.l8cx11 (o)
7sn 
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order, and rationality that policy makers might espouse.6 That is, development policies, 

programs, and outcomes are invariably incarnated in a social field that is shaped by 

past conditions, unforseen interventions, and the unintended consequences of a wide 

range of actions. Historians can contribute by representing the “incoherence that lurks 

at the heart of all development efforts.” 7  

History also provides an important “ memory function ” that marks human and 

institutional activities over time.  8 This can inform the goal oriented work  of 

administrators, policy makers and planners. Its absence might compromise their best 

efforts to effect change in their worlds. Take the example of the Survey Committee of 

1904-05. The committee was instituted by the Government of British India to assess 

the functioning of the Survey of India, the premier mapmaking agency on the 

subcontinent. However, members soon discovered that no detailed history of that 

institution and its activities existed! There was no way to understand the complex 

forces that had coalesced to produce the Survey of India as it stood in 1904. Lacking 

this historical context, gave the committee little grounds on which to base its 

recommendations for improvements leading one member to lament, “I venture to think 

that had such a history been made available, the labours of the present Committee [to 

formulate new measures that would resolve outstanding institutional puzzles] would 

have been considerably facilitated.” 9 

 
6 Adapted from Margaret MacMillan, The Uses and Abuses of History (London, 2009), pp. 169-70. Cited in 

Pamela Cox, p. 129. 

7 See K. Sivaramakrishnan & Arun Agrawal, eds., Regional Modernities: The Cultural Politics of Development in 

India (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2003), pp. 49-50.   

8 C.A. Bayly, Vijeyendra Rao, Simon Szreter & Michael Woolcock, eds., “How and Why History Matters for 
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modeling, digital tools, and impact assessment —to name just a few.14 They will need 

to critically engage the arena of development theory and practice created by think 

tanks, government agencies, private consultants, and non-governmental 

organizations. 15 For this to happen, they will need revision the socialization process in 

graduate school and academia by which their intellectual labor is valued, rewarded, 

and applied.  

A Historian’s Development Story  

Historian can bring a differ ent perspective to the puzzles they encounter in their 

avatars as administrators. Between 2009 and 2017, the author assumed the role of a 

chief diversity officer in an institution of higher education (2009 -2017). Diversity, 

Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) in higher education represents an arena of development 

work in American Higher Education. It seeks to redress imbalances arising out of 

historic inequities and exclusions practiced in the country for generations, especially 

slavery, racism, and white supremacy. As a field of professional endeavor, it has been 

largely driven by theories of leadership and organizational change where rational and 

goal-oriented actors marched in predictable ways towards the final consummation of 

strategic outcomes. 16 The entire development regime has increasingly been organized 
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compliance requirements. This telos has infor med much of the writing on the creation 

of diverse, equitable, and inclusive persons and communities on college campuses. 

Most administrators remained disinterested in understanding how the quirky presence 

of the past, the idiosyncrasies of human behavior, or a more dynamic understanding 

of historical context could inform such a model of institutional transformation. 17 What 

would happen to impact trajectories that had to navigate the variables of scale, 

context, contingency, and process? This made outcomes less predictable and called 

for an agility in thinking and action to find new, open-ended pathways to achieve DEI 

goals and outcomes, without the necessary guarantees of success. However, this was 

view was not a widely shared one among administrators. 

The sensitivity to context, process, and contingent evolution called for a historically 

informed approach to DEI—one that tried to discern the forces of culture, power, and 

history at play at the institution. For one, it called for undertaking an informal 
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was to create a new corps of leaders among employees and students who would 

return to their respective areas of work and become advocates for diversity, equity, 

and inclusion initiatives. Third, in understanding how a predominantly white institution 

(PWI) functioned—recruited, developed, and sustained itself over a century called for 

insight into how these practices we re routinized throughout the institution’s history. It 

also called for an understanding of the broader history of segregation in the Northeast 

United States and the institutions’ hinterland. All too often, PWIs had failed to develop 

little or no connection s to communities of color in their geograp (r)-5 r23e1c Tw g5T.9(.e1c Tw g1 (2f)4 ( )10 w)1 (ou)1ia4.13p 
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through statistical models, tables, and graphs. Whether it be the pyramids of Egypt, the 

construction of the Indus Valley cities or modern universities and hospitals, human 

projects of “development” or worldmaking are equally informed by abstractions such 

as ideologies, religious fervor, desires, traumas, ethical considerations, social 

identities, emotions, notions of personhood & self -making, and other symbolic 

variables. While it would trite to assume that administrators and policy makers are 

unaware of the role played by such variables, it might be fair to argue that they could 

infuse their social science informed studies of the human experience with richer doses 

of the artful to write fuller stories. No one knew the value of developing deep, 

sustainable, and meaningful human relationships better than the Anglican educator 
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have much to learn from each other’s perspectives. Such “adaptive” approaches might 

be usefully applied to political economy analysis, development evaluation, 

participatory pro gram development, and the study of indigenous knowledge 

systems.21 They have also been applied to the study of sentencing policies and the 

criminal justice system, 22 the legacies of British slave-ownership,23 and housing 

inequality in the United States.24 

In all this, historians have an important contribution to make about understanding the 

contingent and even unpredictable ways in which humans enter into relationships with 

each other and their surroundings and all the unintended consequences that are their 

inevitable fallout. Indeed, the nomothetic impulses of development planning and 

intervention might benefit from an engagement with historical thinking in ways that 

might be of use to its practitioners, and are in no way the monopoly of historians.  

Viewed in this way, historical thinking would emphasize the following key takeaways:  

1. Development projects unfold within specific and shifting conditions  of culture, 

power, and history. 

 
21 See the following: Craig Valters, Clare Cummings, & Hamish Nixon, “Putting Learning at the Centre: Adaptive 

Development Programming in Practice,” (London: Overseas Development Institute, 2016); Lance Gunderson & 

Stephen S. Light, “Adaptive Management and Adaptive Governance in the Everglades Ecosystem,” Policy Sci, Vol. 

39 (2006), pp. 323-334; Fikret Berkes, Johan Colding, & Carl Folke, “Rediscovery of Traditional Ecological 

Knowledge as Adaptive Management,” Ecological Applications, Vol. 10, no. 5 (2000), pp. 1251-1262. 

22 See Barry S. Godfrey, David J. Cox, and Stephen Farrall, Criminal Lives: Family Life, Employment, and Offending 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007). See Hamish Maxwell-Stewart, “Convict Transportation from Britain and 

Ireland, 1615-1870,” History Compass, Vol. 8, no. 11 (2010), pp. 1221-1242. All this cited in Pamela Cox, “The 

Future Uses of History,” p. 129, 130, & 144 (endnote 18 & 19). 

23 Hall’s work can be found at the ‘Legacies of British slave-ownership’ website at https://www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/  

24 See Richard Rothstein, The Color of Law: A Forgotten History of How our Government Segregated America 

(New York: W.W. Norton, 2017). 
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2. The human intentionality that drives development plans can be motivated by 

desires, emotions, and symbolic attachments that cannot be easily explained away in 

terms of the calculus of rational behavior.  

3. Even the most durable institutional arrangements and goals, must unfold in the 

world riddled with contingencies —where al
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 COVID -19: An opportunity to localise and reimagine 

development in the Pacific?  

Professor Chris Roche  
Institute for Human Security and Social Change, La Tr obe University  

Dr Lisa Denn
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suggesting support for , or ownership of , programs by those they are intended to assist 

and sustainability beyond the timeframes of donor funding. As Roger Mac Ginty notes, 

development agencies have seen the local as able to ‘rescue internationally funded 

and directed peacebuilding by giving it authenticity and paving the way towards an exit 

strategy for international actors’ (2015: 840).  This is perhaps demonstrated no better 

than by the proliferation of ‘partnerships’ with ‘local’ actors that remain entirely 

transactional in nature but provide a nod to wider donor trends  (Smith 2017). 

Yet, the ways in which ‘the local’ is used in development and humanitarian discourse 

is problematic. It is imagined  
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Such organisational processes are rooted in broader sets of ideas and the wider 

political economy. These include the conscious and unconscious biases, values and 

social norms which are inherent in the notion of a  ‘development’ agency – that is, an 
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closed its international border, there was an exodus of expatriate staf f. So how did 

these programs fare, with international experts all back home? Ongoing research with 

Pacific Islanders suggests that, on the whole, programs adapted and pivoted to 

respond to the COVID crisis and that remote support has largely been successful 

where local staff were empowered. Importantly, Pacific Islanders note a change in 

their working environment to be more culturally literate stemming from this. Tapping 

into momentum from the BLM movement, efforts to decolonise development and 

greater recognition of shared global challenges, this changed working environment is 

also more fundamentally challenging existing development practice.  

Learning, adapting, pivoting 

Rather than collapsing or stalling in the wake of COVID-19, aid programs continued, 

pivoted and even expanded to address the acute needs arising from the crisis, 

governments responded promptly and local communities adopted coping 

mechanisms based on decades of experience. In most Pacific countries COVID-19 

cases have remained very low, as of 30/11/20  Nauru, Tonga, Kiribati, Micronesia, 

Palau, and Tuvalu have had zero cases. With expatriate staff operating largely at a 

distance, local staff have had greater opportunity for leadership and authority.  High 

quality Pacific Is lander staff with deep knowledge and networks were resourcefully 

drawn on at short notice to ensure program responsiveness to emerging needs.  

For instance, the Australia-Pacific Training Coalition (APTC) utilised its deep 

knowledge of the Pacific, its broad networks within the region and its flexible and 

adaptive program modality to reorient training programs to respond to the COVID 

context. This included supporting Pacific Island people working in hospitality and 

tourism in Australia to quickly retrain  to Australian standards in aged care, to ensure 

their ongoing employment. It also involved rapidly leveraging networks to develop 

online micro-credentials to continue the upskilling of hospitality workers who lost their 

employment as tourism in the Pacific quickly declined. Working in collaboration with 

local tourism associations, United Nations agencies and mobile phone companies to 

provide data at reduced rates to students, APTC was able to ensure that those who 

lost their jobs due to COVID still had access to opportunities to support their longer 

term economic wellbeing. And in Vanuatu, APTC collaborated with DFAT and a local 
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theatre group to produce radio training programs supporting work -readiness, based on 

adapting an existing APTC curriculum.  

In the Solomon Islands, Pacific Islander staff working for development agencies found 

that the limitations on what orthodox data collection methods were possible during 

the pandemic provided greater space for experimenting with more varied forms of 

monitoring and evaluation. This has included forms that draw on narrative storytelling , 

such as Talonoa and Tok Stori – common ways of capturing and sharing knowledge 

in the Melanesian context that values experiential knowledge (Sanga and Reynolds 

2020). In some cases, these forms of monitoring and evaluation have resulted in more 

locally meaningful data that staff would like to see retained beyond the pandemic.   

During this period time the Pacific Community has also launched a Pacific-centred and 
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(Australian Red Cross et al 2020: 7). Remote support was also valued for allowing local 

actors to get on with the job 



31  

Nonetheless, the empowerment being reported still reverberates with legacies of 
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Implications for how development might be reimagined  

What then, might these critical junctures mean for reimagining development? COVID-

19, the BLM and decolonising international development movements and increasingly 

global challenges all highlight ‘the falsity of any assumption that the global North has 

all the expertise and solutions to tackle global challenges, and … the need for multi-

directional learning and transformation in all countries towards a more sustainable 

and equitable world’ (Oldekop et al. 2020: 1). For international organisations, as Degan 

Ali notes (2020), those that survive this turbulence will be those that are willing to 

change their business model and ways of working to be a real partner. If localising 

development is to be achieved, then international organisations and donors will have 

to be willing to change their internal day-to-day workings in ways that fundamentally 

cede power.  

Some starting points for thinking and acting differently might include:  recognising the 

importance of day-day practices and their origins; the need to decentre the 

development industry and the development project which can dominate debate; to 

take uncertainty and ambiguity –  and the politics of both –  much more seriously; 

noting the importance of valuing and weaving together different forms of knowledge; 

and thinking much harder about identity and the act of being and becoming as the 

spring board for reimagining development. Below, each of these starting points are 

elaborated.  

1. Recognise the significance and origins of day to day practices  

The subtle shifts in ways of working which have occurred in the Pacific during the 

pandemic have revealed not only local preferences, but also exposed how power 

relations are embodied in everyday practices. The fact, for example, that some teams 

are now holding meetings in local languages or more regularly praying during meetings 

is starting to provoke questions about why these practices were not happening before, 

simply because non-locals were in the room.  This in turn raises interesting issues 

about the way that habits can become routines, and then part of an organisation’s 

culture. It sometimes takes a shock to the system for these habits to be illuminated, 

and their origins to be debated. In the same way that exploring unconscious bias is 

seen as important in revealing hitherto concealed assumptions and stereotypes, 

analysing and shifting day to day practices can have disproportionate effect given 
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looks like. As John Kay and Mervyn King have recently noted, there has been a long 

debate – particularly between economists – about the difference between risk and 

uncertainty (Kay and King, 2020). Exploring the politics of uncertainty more fully 

reveals the dangers of how the search for certainty can lead to  ‘foreclosing futures’ 
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and how it might be best managed. Experience in research-policy collaborations –  

recently applied to the COVID-19 pandemic – similarly underscores the value of 

bringing scientific, policy and community stakeholders together in open and 

transparent ways, and how ‘bounded mutuality’ i.e. the ability to accommodate 

conflicting evidence and ‘sustained interactivity’  between actors are key (Georgalakis 

2020). In indigenous Australia, processes which have successfully ‘weaved together’ 

knowledge and experience which encompass both indigenous and western 

knowledge, have pointed to ways in which ‘multiple evidence bases’ and knowledge 

systems can be mobilised with appropriate expertise and care (Austin et al, 2018). 

Others have long pointed to the prospects for del



36  

and relationships might be transformed by a richer engagement with indigenous 

peoples and knowledge, and the history of their own nations (Finlayson, forthcoming) . 

This does not suggest a return to a more domestic or parochial view of the world. 

Rather, it represents a kind of simultaneous exploration of both intimate and personal 

as well as what some have called a ‘larger us’ (Evans, 2019). Asking questions about 

identity and place, also demands that bigger questions are asked about the ‘othering’ 

of development discourse, and about collective investment in the common good and 

our common humanity . 

Conclusion  

There is a range of literature which seeks to reimagine or 
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Public participation in development initiatives within 
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Constitution -making in Sri Lanka, Myanmar, Nepal  

Myanmar, Nepal and Sri Lanka have attracted the attention of policymakers and 

scholars worldwide in the last decade as states emerging from conflict. In all three 

countries, constitution -making and implementation have been central to their 

contemporary state-building experiences. Nepal adopted a new constitution in 2015, 

following the 2006 Peace Agreement Myanmar is engaged in constitutional reforms 

of the Constitution of 2008 which however are heavily contes ted. In Sri Lanka, 

constitutional reform post -war has included a failed attempt to adopt a new 

constitution (in 2016).  The recently elected new Government has signalled its 

intention to engage in constitutional reform by proposing the 20 th Amendment to the 

Constitution and the appointment of an Expert Committee for drafting a new 

constitution. 

Nepal, Myanmar and Sri Lanka represent three different points in constitution-making 

in a post-war scenario. Nepal’s experience suggests that even when the leading parties 

to the armed-conflict reach a peace agreement, including an agreement on the agenda 

for constitution -making, the actual task of constitution -making itself remains 

challenging. The experiences of Nepal and Sri Lanka suggests that public participation 

can be symbolic and, much more importantly, that when it is not ‘successful’, it can be 

counter-productive. Myanmar will no doubt, be expected, at least by the international 

community, to ensure direct public participation in constitution -making, should the 

process advance. 

All three jurisdictions have a pre-modern history of governance, disrupted through 

direct or indirect forms of violence or colonisation. The establishment of the modern 

state in these three jurisdictions is intrinsically associated with  negative conceptions 

– of extraction for private gain, violence and arbitrary categorisation and exclusion. 

These tensions continue to impact the state -formation and democratisation projects 

in these jurisdictions, including in constitution -making. Only when we understand state 

formation and democratization in this way can we fully appreciate the significance of 

public participation within a specific process.  

The ‘transnational’ has a significant impact on direct public participation in 

developmental init iatives and even in policy, legislative or constitutional reform. The 

extensive development of the peace and security agenda of the United Nations 
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Dimension 2: Democratisation  

A closely related dimension is that of democratisation. In many states of the Global 

South, experiences in armed-conflicts and before that of colonisation have led to 

resistance to democratisation. At least some pre- colonial social and political 

institutio ns continue to play a central role in political matters. In such contexts, public 

participation is not only about the specific task at hand –  such as drafting of a specific 

constitution. It is also a process in which democratization continues in close 

interaction with the dimension of state formation. Democratization in this context 

would involve deciding on questions of citizenship, the development of an appreciation 

for constitutional democracy and its expression through constitutional governance.  

Dimension 3: Transparency and Accountability  

Appreciating a difference between transparency and accountability and public 

participation is necessary, particularly in post -war contexts. This dimension has at 

least two different aspects. Firstly, the volatility of  post-war political relationships 

might reduce the prospects for public participation. Even in such a context, 

maintaining some respect for transparency and accountability might satisfy the 

political obligations that ought to be met. This obligation could extend to 

representatives involved, to advisors and to drafters. Even where direct public 

participation is limited, ensuring transparency and maintaining accountability can be a 

method of acknowledging the constituent power of the People. Secondly, the process 

ought to afford transparency and accountability in the ways in which public 

participation is taken into account in the process and in substance. Notwithstanding a 

lack of evidence on the actual impact of public participation, it ought to be possible t o 

ensure transparency and accountability about the extent to which drafters heed input 

from the public.  

Dimension 4: The Transnational  

The transnational dynamic is central to public participation of the Global South. This 

includes the transitional justice aspect, the aspect of security sector reforms and of 

economic development. Understanding how the transnational impacts processes at 

the domestic level allows us to develop a more realistic understanding of the actual 

dynamics at play. National boundaries do not limit public participation. It is instead 
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Introduction  

The world has set an ambitious development vision through the 2015 Sustainable 

Development Goals, yet how international development practice can mobilise various 

forms of knowledge to inform policy and problem -solving innovations to achieve these 

goals remains a critical challenge. Development policy and practice too often falls in 

the gap between research and policymakers who travel different worlds of knowledge 

(Brownson et al. 2006). The research community often finds itself frustrated over the 

continued neglect of research evidence by policymakers. At the same time, 

policymakers see researchers as addressing questions of curiosity, and not those of 

concern to policymakers (Ojha 2020). 

The appreciation of research-informed policy has gained much support in recent years. 
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dissemination models that supply information to policy and decision -making 

processes are less effective, and advocate for interpretive, deliberative, and problem-

focused policy anal
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effective solution, ‘in a secluded space removed from daily hubbub and personal 

stresses to permit concentration and reflection’ (Niti Foundation 2012) . The policy labs 

acted as hubs for ensuring collaborative inquiry between researchers and policy actors 

by maintaining effective interaction between the two groups; ensuring a balance 

between problem analysis and solution search (Ojha et al. 2020). Since the policy labs 

are constitutive of action research, inquiry and practice are organized simultaneously.  

We have analysed three variants of policy labs, which used the same basic premises 

but were adapted to the specific context:  

• Research that provided research inputs or research scholarship. A less direct 

form of involvement in policy drafting process but a process by which research 
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Ministry of Forest and Soil Conservation issued a directive that allowed the 

communities to use timber to rebuild their houses devastated by the earthquake 

despite of their overdue plans.  

Case Study 2: 









60  

Insights from Policy Lab Methodology in Nepal  

Policy labs are conceptualised as deliberative forums where researchers and policy-

actors including civil society representatives engage in a systematic review, 

observation and analysis, in pursuit of defining a policy-problem and identifying an 

effective solution, ‘in a secluded space removed from daily hubbub and personal 

stresses to permit concentration and reflection’ (Niti Foundation 2012). The policy labs 

acted as hubs for ensuring collaborative inquiry between researchers and policy actors 

by maintaining effective interaction between the two groups; ensuring a balance 

between problem analysis and solution search (Ojha et al. 2020). Since the policy labs 

are constitutive of action research, inquiry and practice are organized simultaneously.  

The main thrust of applying policy lab methodology in Nepal has been to challenge the 

settled wisdom around development practice, and to integrate deliberative dimension 

so that the development practices don’t miss the merits of contextual and value- based 

engagement in development. Even during the disrupted political landscape of Nepal 

for last fifteen years, we have been able to keep public interest upfront by allowing 

contextual and value dimensions in our approach to science-policy-practice. 

While concepts such as deliberative democracy and discursive policymaking provide 

the conceptual basis, the cases are analysed with reference to the analytical lenses of: 

• Inclusion: who participates, why and with what inputs? 

• Deliberation: design variables such as forums, processes, diagnostics of 

problems and outcomes.  

• Multi-level linkages: between community -local governments-province-federal. 

• Public discourse and debates: how the wider discursive context influenced the 

deliberative process within the respective policy domains.  

• Social learning: reflection, understanding others’ viewpoints, changing 

institutions and practices. 

• Integration of research/analysis: throughout different stages of the policy labs 

(problem definition, observation, analysis and potential solutions). 

The following table provides the synopsis of the elements mention above in three 

cases taken for this synthesis.  
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action research and 
reflection  
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• Brokering: researchers become policy champions and involve directly in policy 
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