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Whose Knowledge Counts: Discourse and Development
In anEgyptian Rural Colnnujnity

by Cynthia Nelson

"All genuine knowledge originates in direct experience.
Rut one cannot have direct experience of everything: as
a matter of fact, most of our knowledge comes from past
times and foreign lands...Moreover, what is indirect
experience for me is direct experience for other
people. Consequently, considered as a whole, knowledge
of any kind is Inseparable from direct experience. All
knowledge originates in perception of the objective
external world through Man's (and Woman's :C.N.)
physical sense organs. Anyone who denies such
perception, denies direct experience, or denies
personal participation In the practice that changes
reality, 1s not a materialist" (Mao Tse-Tung, 1937: R)

I
Introduction

The above quotation Immediately situates the problematic of this essay
which can be rephrased 1n terms of three questions: (1) What is the
relationship between theory and practice in the production of knowledge and the
uses of such knowledge in the practice that changes reality? (?) What ire the
epistemologica1 issues underlying the linkage of Indigenous technology and
equitable development? (3) What methodological stance provides a more adequate
basis for research aimed at progressive social change1 Therefore, we prefer to
think about the issues posed by this symposium less in terms of technology per
se and more in terms of the knowledge surrounding the control and use of
technology in changing reality. Hence what knowledge, whose knowledge and how
knowledge is used to change reality become the critical questions. This essay
will address these questions by drawing upon direct experience participating
1n a project whose articulated objective is: exploring the relevance and
potentialities of renewable energy technologies for the development of an
Egyptian Village (hereafter referred to as the Rasaisa Experience).

II
The Context of the Debate: Energy, Technology and Development

There 1s a growing realization that the expected benefits of the capital
Investment growth models of development so popular 1n the 1960s have not
"trickled down" to the rural poor as optimistically anticipated. This in turn
has stimulated global interest in and concern about the nature of technologies

* This paper was originally prepared for presentation in a symposium on
"Indigenous Technology 1n Equitable Development" to be held at the XI
International Congress of Anthropological and Ethnological Sciences, Vancouver,
August 20-24, 1983. The author's participation in this symposium has been made
possible, 1n part by a Research and Conference Grant awarded her by the
American University in Cairo, for which she is most grateful.
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of the energy consuming tasks they are required to perform. Food preparation
for example, consumes more energy than any other village task. It has beer
estimated that 60-80% of energy used in the villages of IDC's is for meetinc
food needs and that about 60% of that amount is required for cook1ng--a task
that is almost universally performed by women (Revelle, 1978: 11-26).
Concerning equitable development, any attempt to seex technol'ogical solutions'
to Egypt's rural poverty by necessity, must see the problem as an integrated
one, including women.

Much has been said and written about the renewable energy resources as
alternative technological solutions to the needs of the rural poor. The
harnessing of solar energy, wind power, micro-hydro power, and the production
of methane from biological wastes, and village woodlots are suggested
possiblities. In general, this technological approach implies simple,
decentralized, soft technology based squarely on local social organization and
village energy systems. But the mere supply of the hardwares of alternative
energy technologies Itself rarely forms a sufficient condition for thp
reduction of poverty which is the central issue of rural development. It might
not even be a necessary condition.

The acceptability of the rural people to any alternative technology and
the viability of that technology are not simply the results of the excel lent
performance of the hardware, or the clever manipulation on the part of
promoters. Rather it Is because the technology corresponds to their very real
needs, their social, economic, technological, cultural and environmental
conditions. This also points out that energy development strategies directed
towards meeting the needs of the poor majority are bound to fail, if no effort
is made at the same time to develop the economic, social and technological
capabilities of the rural poor, as well as the infrastructure at the community
level.

In this context then, technology must be seen as embedded in modes of
production, social structures and ideologies within specific social historical
realities rather than as some mystical independent force. It involves the
totality of ideas and tools employed to provide the means necessary for human
subsistence and comfort. The measure of success of a people in harnessing
science and technology to their ends is not to be found in the degree of
complexity or sophistication or newness of what is employed, but in the degree
to which it preserves and enhances (or changes and develops) those values and
qualities of life that further human justice and liberation.

Ill
The Small Community In the Egyptian Context of Rural Development

Small communities, or villages, are perhaps the world's single most common
form of human settlement, containing perhaps as much as 60J of the world
population. Schumacher once commented: "the stark fact Is that world poverty is
primarily a problem of two million villages and thus a problem of two thousand
million villagers" (1973: 178). In Egypt nearly 60; of the poulation live 1n
villages, ranging from large polynucleated villages, to single villages to
small hamlets (or ezab). The official definition of a village 1n Egypt tends to
be a statistical one in which a population of between 1,000-15,000 could
constitute a "village". It 1s estimated that there are nearly 5800 such main
villages each with a population of more than 1000 inhabitants. On the other
hand, there are nearly 25,000 small communities or hamlets (ezab) each with
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*The rural poor are characterized ty: Tow REns-fT, large families, traditional social struct
ures through which dominant social groups control ccnaitions of life, basic human neeas large
ly unmet, malnutrition, high infant mortality ratio, link to poor sanitition, and lack of clean
water supply. These create conaitions for material and mental dependence which constrain deve
lopment in small communities.
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The Basaisa Experience
The Setting
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and baths do not exist at all. The only public (communal) buildings in the
village are the Mosque and the Handara (village meeting room). Rasaisa had no
electricity at the start of the project and still has no tap water supply, it
also had no direct contact with formal social, administrative or health
services. The nearest primary school is five kilometers away and the nearest
rural health unit is 3 kilometers away in Al-Tayiba, the mother village.

The Philosophy

The philosophy of equitable development guiding the Basaisa Project can
best be described as "community-based innovation". Community-based Innovation
assumes that any change (social or technological) should grow out of the
community--1ts needs, values, culture, aspirations, locale, ecology, unique
assets and liabilities. Equitable development becomes an "innovative process"
1n which the innovation is not necessarily given. The innovative process is
conceived and defined as including not only the work to spread an "innovation",
but also (and more fundamentally) the identification and awareness of the
underlying problem to be solved, as seen in the perspective of the periphery:
and furthermore the organization and mobilization of those people who suffer
from the problem in order to do something innovative about it. Here, innovation
is the end rather than the beginning of the process. The innovation process is,
thus, seen as involving both an increasing consciousness of grass roots
problems and innovative action to solve those problems.

From Philosophy to Praxis: The Methodology In Action

It 1s one thing to talk about people's participation and another to
translate this into practice. This poses entirely different challenges to the
traditional role of the social scientist qua anthropologist.

We are engaged in what some social scientists have described as
"participatory discourse-oriented action research" (Fals Rorda, 197°: Moser,
1981, 1982). This is rather an inseparable combination of theory, research and
practice characterized by a discourse between actors and researchers
enlightening the actors as well as the researchers about the meaning of action
intended, and eventually resulting in an increasing autonomy of actors in
relationship to researchers, and to an emancipation from questionable and
restraining beliefs in the inevitability of the given order of things. In
participatory discourse-oriented actio/1 research, the intention of actions are
not given in advance by researchers or outside sponsors, but by the actors
themselves. The role of the researcher is to help clarify those intentions, and
the relevant'structural conditions and constraints In a kind of maieutlc
dialogue with the actors, that is through the discourse.

And since discourse is the encounter In which the
united reflection and action of the actors are
addressed to the world which 1s to be transformed

and humanized, the discourse cannot be reduced to
the act of one person's "depositing" ideas In
another, nor can It become a single exchange of
Ideas to be "consumed" by the participants in the
discussion" (Freire, 1972: 61).

In participatory action research the researchers are actors 1n the social
scene just as much as the "natives". From the outset our encounter with each
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other 1n the various scenes that unfold through time reflect our being-actors-
In-the world -- a world of nature and a world of cul ture...not as a private
world but as an tntersubjective one invloving intercommunication and language
Conversely, the praxis can also Influence the formulation of another model of
reality which is further put to test in the context of other social activities
This calls for an attitude of self-criticism (reflexivity) and the ability to'
learn from practice. *

The main challenges facing participatory action researchers Include- (1)
How does one begin? What knowledge and skills are needed to open up a dialogue'
2) How do we become aware of the problems and urgent needs at the community

level? (3) And once aware, what are the appropriate strategies for promoting
community-based self reliant solutions' In other words, whose knowledge counts
and how can knowledge be used to change reality toward more equity, justice and
human freedom? J

The beginning of the Basaisa Experience took root when a young Egyptian
physicist returned to Egypt In 1973 from his sabbatical leave at the University
of Uppsala, Sweden where he had been continually questioned by Swedish students
about the problems of village life in Egypt. Uneasy that he did not really know
the problems of the Egyptian rural countryside he began to visit different
rural communities after his return. It was during this period (1974/75) that
the OPEC countries initiated decisions that thrust the world into an awareness
of an impending "energy crisis" and stimulated International dialogue debate
and research on renewable energy technologies. As a solid state physicist
Interested In solar energy, our young Egyptian decided that as good a starting
point as any for Initiating a dialogue between himself and rural villagers on
their needs and his knowledge was the community of Rasalsa where he had spent
many months of his infancy living In his maternal grandmother's home.

An important strategic question was posed as the physicist contemplated
his return to Basaisa after nearly 30 years-wlth whom should he begin and how
should he open the dialogue? Should he seek out the village leaders and
traditional power elite--1.e. the 'Omda' and 'Sheikh el Balad" Should he
concentrate on his own relatives? His decision was noT olHTTymbol i ca 11y
meaningful but strategically significant for it established a culturally
appropriate locale and set the style for all future dialogues with the
villagers. He went to the Mosque for Friday prayers and following the prayers
sat with the men in the communal village meeting room (the mandara) getting to
know more about them, what they wanted out of life, their hopes for a better
future, their problems and how they might solve some of these problems. It was
critical that the mandara became the place of meeting because it represented a
neutral territory' for villagers to meet and since It belonged to the

community as a whole it symbolized the collective Identity of the village
rather than an Individual family household. Puring these Initial months the
physicist would travel each Friday to the village, gathering the young educated
males mostly, listening, learning and demonstrating with simple examples what
the sun's energy could do. It was during these encounters that villagers
expressed a willingness to keep the dialogue going.

Following these Initial contacts with the village, the physicist gave a
public lecture (1976) at the university discussing his experiences and this
stimulated a dialogue between the two of us-- a physicist and anthropologist--
which finally resulted 1n a grant proposal to the National Science Foundation
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to support a project on "The Utilization of Solar Energy and the nevelopment of
an Egyptian Village". We did not wait for the grant to be awarded but with
interested students from engineering and sociology-anthropology along with the
villagers, we continued the dialogue. The first step was to learn from the
villagers while embarking on in educational and training program In response to
specific requests from the vi)lagers--such as Arabic literacy, Fnglish lessons,
carpentry skills, play activities for children. The volunteers developed simple
educational programs incorporating village based situations and examples.
Within these contexts, dialogues were Initiated on the everyday life of the
community in order to learn not only about energy consuming tasks and
resources, the natural and social environment, hut also about the major
problems the villagers themselves confronted. We listened and tried to
stimulate the villagers to raise their voices and express what they perceived
as the problems to be overcome. We tried to encourage their criticism of the
process itself. The aim of these discussions between actors and researchers was
to clarify problems and Intentions and for working out guidelines for social
action. We wanted to arrive at enlightened consensus among ourselves about the
nature of the situation and what to do. Let me describe one example of a
community-based innovation, that not only Illustrates how participatory action
research works in practice, but also served as a micro-model demonstrating how
indigenous technology could be linked to equitable development through a
structure of cooperative-sharing. This experience along with others has led
over the years to the Innovation and institutionalization of a new community
infrastructure (discussed later in this paper) which is aimed at helping
facilitate the Implementation of village Initiated ideas for community
development.

The Women Speak Out

During one of our Friday visits to the village early in March of 1979 one
of the village women, the daughter of the Shei kh el Ra 1ad had come to the
mandara meeting (held every Friday after the prayers) to tel 1 us about the
women's need to have a milk separating machine in the village. The women had
been talking about this problem among themselves for several weeks and had
approached one of the male villagers (one of the more active participants in
the project) to ask the researchers for a financial contribution to buy a milk
machine. He, in turn, encouraged her (he was her brother-in-law) to go to the
mandara herself and raise the Issue during one of the dialogues. This was
particularly significant for traditionally women (especially married women)
were not accustomed to enter the mandara as it was culturally perceived as
exclusively male territory--a place for negoti ating marriage contracts and
expressing death condolences to male members of the village.

A voice had been raised and this, in turn, stimulated us to open a
dialogue with the women of the village on their expressed need for a milk
separating machine. The discussions that ensued facilitated information
gathering in the context of action. We obtained from them a deeper
understanding of the energy consuming tasks of women, the significance of
animals in the domestic economy and the broader social structural and
interpersonal sources of conflict that deter cooperative action. But also
through discussion the villagers and researchers were able to arrive at a
solution that served as a guide for further action.

We learned that nearly three-fourths of the forty-two households either
owned or shared 1n the ownership of cows and buffaloes, creating a particular
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Conclusion
Learning from Praxis: Building Community Infrastructure

and a new alignment of power can occur. As Closer has stated: rewards

If action research Intends to guide the process
or development of communities, it has to detect
the underlying structure of social events in
order to advance the common process of social
change: and, as a means for the attempt to
evaluate the chance a project has
participatory action research has to promote
tne self-artlculatfon of the people (1980: 40).



identify those forces most favorable to desirable change and take them into
account in the diagnosis of social situations. The critical lesson learned from
our Basaisa experience is that projects provided without regard to the people's
interest in having them, and the mechanisms necessary to Insure that the
systems would be operated and maintained, are doomed to failure, flur solution
to this problem has been the working out together with the villagers of a
community-based infrastructure which attempts to integrate the fundamental
principles of: (1) utilizing natural, locally available resources to address
the needs of low Income pygmy landholders; (2) developing micro economic income
generating projects within the context of a community cooperative for
development; and (3) promoting extension services for education and training in
small scale industries and collective self management. The new organizational
infrastructure within the community is based on three main pillars: (1) A
Community Cooperative for nevelopment which Is aimed at helping facilitate the
implementation of vi 1lage initiated ideas for community development such as:
(a) Increasing Income and production activities such as the Knitting and
Handicraft Industry, (b) providing consumption needs of the village such as
communal grocery and loans for cattle raising, and (c) offering services such
as the new health and first aid clinic support for the youth club and Mosque;
tO\ A U( 1 1 inn Tf.rhninl fulalayl -,„,< tndnrfrJll Dr^^,,rtinn Unit uhloh Ir h ., -, ,- „ A

entuurdyiny activities reTletting iniereiti ui uw villagers in sucn areas as

sports, village newsletter, cultural and scientific education, and awareness
discussion groups on action research projects in the village.

Within this new Infrastructure He the new roles, the new distribution of
rewards and the possibilities of a new alignment of power based on collective

involving the surrounding villages and villagers. What seems to be emerging is
a plan to construct a small regional training and small scale production center
located in Basaisa aiming at serving the needs of the surrounding villages and
providing them with some greater collective strength not only to cope with
the conditions of rural poverty, but also, hopefully, to force changes 1n the
wider society that now constrain equitable development.

To develop a methodology and ethic of participatory action research as
well as sustain those activities necessitates a continuous process of
collective self criticism among and between actors and researchers. To our mind
this poses the greatest challenge to participatory action reasearch. Because
within this process of collective criticism should lie the seeds for the
process of researcher withdrawal and actor take-over. The participatory
relationship in action research carries with 1t the Inherent conditions for
over-1nvolvement and over-identification between actors and researchers.
Neither we nor the project team will remain 1n Basaisa forever.Therefore, our
effort, on practical and especially moral grounds, must be to avoid creating
dependencies. Whatever process 1s generated in the village, our goal is that
the villagers must become its masters.
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End Notes

!:.!?! 5U,i nf VfU essay was 1n«Plred by a workshop sponsored by theInstitute of Development Studies, University of Sussex on the concept of
indigenous t«h".C.l knowledge and Its potential for rural developnpnt
(Chambers, 1979) However, the particular line of argument put forth in the
™ll2JTy>:efUCY ^ d.Uth0r'S °wn COncern wUh the ePlstemo.og.cal ssuesembedded in the notion of indigenous technology and equitable development and
^1^US!^l^^:,0PlB, meth°d°^eS «" -PProprLt. to the concerns'of
2. AUC-NSF Basaisa Project Grant No. NSF/INT 78-01127. Dr. Salah Araf

villagers: and (4) to provide interested others with a working syst
rnrcruU„er;,0rcon,?iionesn.ted '" "^ "'" °' >*•"" ^^"^ "--economic6

56


