CHAPTER FIVE

CASE STUDIES
Why an immunisation programme failed to
make its mark on women: Somalia
AnneLaFond
In 1978 the government of Somalia embarked upon an
Expanded Programme of Immunisation (EPI). The Somali
programme was one of many national initiatives started at that
time, part of the global strategy supported by UNIGEF and
other donors which seeks to achieve universal child
immunisation by the year 2000. The EPI programme aims to
immunise all children under five against the six killer diseases:
diphtheria, whooping cough, tetanus, polio, measles and TB. It
also aims to immunise all women of child-bearing age against
tetanus to minimise neo-natal deaths of mothers and children.
Large-scale immunisation programmes are relatively
complicated to adrninister, involving multiple doses of vaccines
and follow-up visits spread over a period of several months.
In 1985, a renewed drive for immunisation got under way
and three successive campaigns were held throughout Somalia.
These mobilised all levels of government staff and party cadres,
but the methods used to ensure compliance were often extreme.
The Save the Ghildren Fund (UK) team which studied the
immunisation programme recorded that "mothers refusing
immunisation were threatened with fines or imprisonment, and
health staff also exerted consistent pressure on the community,
actively seeking out children whose mothers failed to attend
[1]." The campaigns brought about a dramatic increase in
coverage: from an estimated 15% to 79% in Mogadishu by 1987,
and from 7% to 76% in Hargeisa. When the campaigns ended,
however, coverage fell back. While access to immunisation had
improved, demand was very low: mothers simply did not
present either their children or themselves for immunisation.
By 1989, immunisation coverage for some diseases in Somalia
had dropped back to around 25%.
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At this point the Ministry of Health (MoH) and Save the
Children Fund (SCF) teamed up to study the falling demand
and try to find out more about why women in particular
seemed to have problems with accepting immunisation. Their
research culminated in a report entitled "A study of
immunisation acceptability in Somalia" [2]. The main part of
the research involved the collection of oral testimony, an
unusual approach for an offlcial report. Its 88 pages contain 94
passages of testimony, in which people describe in their own
words their views and experience of immunisation.
The main objective of the study was "to determine the factors
which contribute to immunisation acceptance, and to
understand the influence of these factors on health-seeking
behaviour". An important secondary objective was to ensure
that the study's findings could be easily understood and taken
up by MoH managers and staff at all levels. It was felt that
ministry staff needed some clear messages from the study with
which to redirect their programme, rather than a mass of
complex data and statistics.
Methodology
To meet the two main objectives, an oral testimony approach
was decided upon. Researchers would explore people's
attitudes and behaviour by talking and listening to them; in
turn, it was hoped that the testimonies would convey the key
issues surrounding immunisation acceptability in an accessible
form. The study team selected four communities, two rural and
two urban, and devised a methodology involving focus group
discussions, interviews with key informants and observation.
The research took a deliberately historical perspective and
sought to gauge people's experience of immunisation over the
11-year period of 1978-89.
The focus groups brought together between six and 10
people of "like characteristics" in age, sex and socio-economic
status (see p68 for focus group methodology). A total of 25
focus group discussions were held. There were three main
types of group: mothers (of three different age groups);
Ministry of Health staff; and traditional healers and birth
attendants. Discussions with mothers were held in the home of
one of the participants at an acceptable time, while those with
MoH staff were conducted in the clinic after working hours.
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Interviews were also held on a one-to-one basis with "key
individuals in the community who were in some way
associated with the immunisation programme". These included
government officials, local representatives of the Somali
Women's Democratic Organisation, and government health
staff. Key informants were also identified in the community.
These included opinion formers and those who advise mothers
and influence health beliefs and practice, such as traditional
healers and birth attendants, religious leaders (sheikhs and
teachers of the Qur'an), grandmothers and fathers. These
interviews were undertaken so as to "reveal the broader
community dynamics of decision-making and further explore
the ideas expressed in the group discussions". Seventy-seven
interviews of this kind were held, lasting for between one and
three hours, as did most of the focus group discussions.
The final method of research was simple observation.
Members of the MoH/SGF team observed vaccination sessions
at immunisation sites as well as the curative practices of
traditional healers, paying particular attention to the interaction
between the various players in each environment.
Field work lasted 12 weeks. The interviews and moderating
of focus group discussions were carried out in Somali by a team
of two: a male community health nurse connected to the EPI
programme and a woman graduate from the MoH statistics
department. Both underwent a three-week training
programme, during which guidelines were drawn up for group
discussions and the one-to-one interviews. These were tested
and refined in a pilot study, as a result of which the main topics
to be explored emerged as follows:
awareness and knowledge of immunisation;
attitudes towards the characteristics of immunisation;
safety, effectiveness, accessibility and cost;
perceptions of vaccine-preventable diseases;
perceptions and practices related to prevention;
perceptions of methods of immunisation promotion and
delivery;
• general attitudes towards health services;
• the role of health advice.
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Listening to mothers
The discussions and interviews produced a wide range of
testimony. Mothers represented a significant proportion of
those interviewed and they spoke of their experience of and
attitudes to immunisation. They also described their own
beliefs about prevention and protection, which are so central to
the concept of vaccination. Many mothers revealed that they
had different perceptions of the six diseases: the cause of
measles was a mystery, it seemed to be "in the air", so
preventing it by immunisation was regarded as no more and no
less appropriate than any other approach. By contrast, diseases
such as diphtheria and neo-natal tetanus were seen as caused
primarily by spiritual forces and therefore were more
appropriately dealt with by traditional healers.
The mothers also voiced their anxieties about what they saw
as the dangers of immunisation, and their views on which
vaccines seemed to work best. Many women spoke with
passion about the way in which the FPI programme had been
promoted, often by force, and about their fears that
immunisation would affect their fertility. They told of how they
respected the advice received from family, friends and
traditional healers more than that which came from the MoH
clinics, in which they lacked confidence.
The majority of women were well aware that immunisation
has a preventive purpose, often explaining that it is used "to go
before" an illness, and very few confused immunisation with
curative treatment. They explained how they already had
important protection practices of a religious nature. In the
words of one mother: "People cannot do anything. Only Allah
has the power to protect. Mostly we use the Qur'an and
religious amulets as protection....People in the community tell
you to do this."
Because disease was seen to come and go as a result of God's
will, the implication was that it could not be predicted or
prevented other than by God. This belief undermined the
notion of medical prevention as people only concerned
themselves with a disease once it had arrived, and doubted the
power of drugs to fend off what God ordains. One traditional
healer explained:
The advice I give to mothers for themselves and for their
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children's health problems is not that of prevention but of
treatment, because only Allah knows what is coming. And also
we are not giving advice about something which does not yet
exist.

Women's testimony revealed that most had received and
understood the information that immunisation is targeted at
children under five, and at women between 15 and 45. But
many were not aware that the protection provided by
immunisation lasts for life, neither had they been fully
informed over the years about the side effects of vaccination,
such as fever, stiffening and aching. They were therefore
repeatedly alarmed by these symptoms, which seriously
undermined their faith in immunisation and were to them an
indication of there being more dangers than benefits in
vaccination.
It became obvious that this lack of communication stemmed
from the way that many of the early EPI campaigns had been
promoted—by force and with minimal explanation. "I was
forced to take immunisation...they took me there by force and
we got immunisation. As a result, my children got fever, cough,
vomiting, diarrhoea and swelling...," said one mother. A
government health worker's testimony reinforced this view:
Mothers used to refuse because it was new to them and all the
immunised children got high fevers and some had bad wounds
from the immunisation given in the arm. All this made the
mothers turn against us. They blamed us for forcing them to take
something which made their children sick.

At the heart of the women's anxiety was incomprehension
about the idea of making a healthy child sick, combined with a
deep mistrust of government motives:
Why do you immunise a child and make him sick? It is the
government who brought us immunisation, telling us a lie about
the importance of immunisation.
During that time many
mothers escaped. They ran because the child gets sick. They are
refusing because of sickness, the wound and the fever.

Women explained how concern at the side effects developed
into rumours about the tetanus vaccine given to women of
child-bearing age. Once again, because insufficient information
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was given, people were left to draw their own conclusions and
many became convinced that the purpose of the tetanus vaccine
was to stop population growth rather than to prevent tetanus:
In the first place, they told us the younger mothers should come
and be immunised and we started asking ourselves questions.
Why are they looking for young mothers? Because they are
producing children, that's why they give it. The people said once
you get immunised you -won't be pregnant for four years, so they
ran.

Grandmothers confirmed these rumours and often admitted to
being the source of them: "An old lady like me will stand in the
line at the clinic and will say to her—you will lose your
menstruation and the baby. What can they do? They will run."
Changing attitudes
The women also revealed how their attitudes evolved over the
years, as some of their anxieties and suspicions were allayed by
experience, if not by improved information from health staff.
Women who were immunised against tetanus did get pregnant
and children who had been immunised against measles did not
get measles. One government health worker remembered how
such changes in attitudes came about: "In one village we
immunised some of the children and some mothers kept their
children away. The measles broke out and killed many
children. After that many mothers came to the clinic asking for
immunisation. They saw that immunised children did not get
measles." This experience was confirmed by mothers and more
importantly by grandmothers, who have authority in health
matters: "We have not seen an immunised child get measles.
Since immunisation came we are resting from this disease....".
Following this change in attitude, women stressed that some
of the continuing reluctance to come forward for immunisation
was due more to inconvenience than fear of side effects or
sterilisation or a lack of confidence in the effectiveness of
vaccinations. For many, immunisation was impractical and
time-consuming. As one government official explained: "There
are some families where both the woman and the man work on
the farm and they leave their children at home to care for the
other children and no-one can take them to the clinic. There is
no time."
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But a further factor was the women's lack of confidence in
the MoH clinics, rather than in immunisation itself. Because
clinics were so poorly equipped and the staff so unsympathetic
when providing curative services, women felt no incentive to
take their children there on a routine basis and so opportunities
for immunisation diminished: "The people in the clinic do not
show a happy face; they seem upset by your presence and they
do not seem willing. They look you up and down and do not
seem happy by your presence. These young girls really do not
know anything."
The information MoH staff gave out, especially about
immunisation, was also considered grudging and inadequate.
Not surprisingly, mothers had more confidence in traditional
healers, sheikhs, pharmacies, private doctors, and known and
trusted friends and relatives. It was to these people that they
turned for most of their information and advice about
immunisation, childbirth and child health. "Eor health advice
you ask mothers with more experience than yourself, older
mothers with many children who have passed many problems
with sickness, mothers in the neighbourhood. These mothers
will tell you where to take the child," explained one woman.

Recommendations
After listening to the many people interviewed in the study,
MoH and SGF staff were able to recommend major changes in
the national immunisation programme. And the first thing the
new approach emphasised was the importance of information:
any new EPI initiatives should be based on "education rather
than compliance". Health education activities had to be
designed that recognised the prevailing notions of disease
prevention, and included mothers and key opinion formers
such as traditional healers, birth attendants, older women and
religious leaders.
At field level, supervisors and health workers began to tailor
their messages to meet the gaps in women's knowledge and to
discuss immunisation in the context of their religious beliefs
surrounding protection and prevention. There was a new
commitment to involve the community in the promotion of
immunisation. Efforts to enlist the active support of traditional
health advisors and healers became a central part of the
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informaflon strategy.
Finally, the report stressed that if modern medicine and
immunisation programmes were to be credible to people, the
curative services of local clinics and of mother and child health
centres would have to be improved. As long as mothers
perceived these as ineffectual and uncooperative, immunisation
campaigns which were centred around those services would be
seen in a similar light and be undermined by association.

Presentation
The study team had met their first objective of understanding
people's attitudes and behaviour surrounding immunisation. It
also had to meet its second goal: to present these findings
clearly and effectively to health planners, policy makers and
workers at field level. While the testimony approach was very
successful in providing "information which was accessible both
intellectually and conceptually to programme managers and
implementors", it was recognised that planners and policy
makers might not be so easily convinced by such "raw
material". The report, therefore, was an attempt to combine the
qualitative material of oral testimony with the quantitative
forms of information more readily acceptable to planners and
policy makers.
People's testimony was interspersed with analysis,
summaries, conclusions and recommendations. In addition, the
study also presented women's views in more traditionally
quantitative formats such as charts and graphs. For example,
the different levels of awareness of particular issues were
represented in diagrammatic form. And the two graphs
opposite were created from the views expressed in the
discussions to represent mothers' perceptions of the seriousness
of different diseases and the effectiveness of immunisation.
The presentation was deliberately designed to make the
report convincing and acceptable to health planners in
government, NGO and donor organisations, recognising a
tendency to dismiss testimony as purely "anecdotal" and
lacking the substance of facts and figures. While allowing
people the space to speak and be heard, it also went some way
towards presenting their views in formats which were familiar
to the professionals it sought to influence. The manner of
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Mothers' perceptions of relative susceptibility
of children to six EPI diseases
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Mothers' perceptions of effectiveness
of Immunisation by disease
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presentation is crucial if oral testimony is to be accepted by the
development establishment. Too often, research proposals are
designed in such a way that it can be hard to include the actual
testimony of people in the resulting report (see p92).
The results
As Somalia tragically descended into civil war in the months
following the study, it has not been possible to assess the
impact of the changes to EPI strategy, and it is now impossible
to estimate how successful they might have been. Nevertheless,
the study is important as a demonstration of how the collection
of oral testimony can reveal crucial and previously
unrecognised perspectives on a particular issue. The words of
the Somali women are lucid and direct. They represent the firm
voice of experience and provide a counterpoint to the uncertain
assumptions of other people speculating on their behalf. They
show how data and statistics alone can present only a partial
picture. The improved understanding of the perceptions and
experiences which influence the take-up of immunisation
provided a more solid starting point for redesigning the
information, education and extension components of the EPI
programme, and for respecting and involving women much
more fully throughout the whole process.

Diphtheria
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Community history and mobilisation:
Recife, Brazil
Paul Thompson
Today a city of two million, the metropolis of Brazil's vast
northeast, Recife straddles a river estuary where Brazil juts
farthest into the Aflantic Ocean: close to the equator, nearest to
Africa. The Portuguese settlement of Brazil, from 1500 onwards,
began from this coastline. Behind the reefs and palm-fringed
coastal beaches those first European colonists found a dense
tropical forest, the Mata Atlántica, sparsely populated by
Indians. A hundred kilometres inland, beyond a range of hills,
was a drier, less densely wooded interior, the sertäo. In the
centuries which followed, the region developed a double
economy. Along the coastal strip, where the soil is rich and
rainfall high, the forest was cleared for sugar plantations,
worked largely by slave labour imported from Africa until
emancipation in the 1880s. It was on the sugar trade that the
Portuguese monarchy depended for its cash revenues, and
politically the sugar planters always had the upper hand. Recife
fed on the trade to become a wealthy merchant city, a centre of
fashion.
Beyond the hills, the immense dry hinterland of the interior
was colonised by cattle farmers, who used a largely cnboclo
workforce, interbred from poor whites and Indians. Barely
scratching a living, they forged a strikingly independent,
creative culture with bandit heroes celebrated in cordel
broadsheet poems and the spontaneous and competitive oral
poetry of the repentistas, along with craft traditions in textiles,
leather and pottery.
Contemporary Recife draws its population from all these
elements. The European-descended rich are concentrated
principally in the southern suburb of Boa Viagem, as well as in
patches of older neighbourhoods elsewhere. The historic city
centre is now made up of offices, warehouses, shops and
markets, with only a few permanent residents. It is circled by
neighbourhoods with very varied housing, which have grown
especially rapidly in recent decades: Recife was a town of little
more than 100,000 in the 1900s, reaching half a million by the
late 1940s, and quadrupling again since then. This great influx
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into the city has been attracted partly by the work which it
offers, in manufacturing as well as commerce, but the northeast
today is an area of industrial decline rather than growth. The
most powerful motivation for migration has been not so much
the pull of the city as the push out of the countryside.
In the sugar belt, the land is almost exclusively exploited for
the main cash crop, with little space for gardens or
smallholdings, so that there is nothing to sustain those who are
not directly employed and the work itself is seasonal. In the
interior the living was always poor. The sertño has been subject
to periodic droughts lasting several years since at least the early
eighteenth century: very likely in part reflecting a man-made
climatic change brought about by the felling of the coastal
forest. Thus most of Recife's migrants were fleeing intolerable
rural poverty. Recent studies suggest that the northeast
accounts for more than half of all Brazilians living below the
poverty line, with incomes of less than $50 monthly. The
regional infant mortality rate is around 8%, and there is
evidence that in the drought areas and also in the city slums,
the average height of adults is declining [1]. The poor of Recife
live in favelas, shanty towns of makeshift huts, patched together
from wood, cardboard, corrugated iron and straw, on the land
least sought for better housing: the steeper hillsides, and the
river banks and salt-marshes. The more recent favelas have mud
streets, intermittent or no electricity and water, and inadequate
drainage. Some of the houses extend over the sea estuary,
perched on stilts in the tidal mudflats.
While the favelas of Recife are similar in origin, their
evolution has differed strikingly. Many have remained locked
in a vicious circle of unsanitary conditions and social
disorganisation. Others have been transformed into streets of
small colour-washed houses, solidly constructed in masonry
with tiled roofs, sometimes with gardens. Some streets even
have newly planted trees. This evolution has been the result of
a collective neighbourhood process which has combined locally
sustained self-improving activities with political demands for
basic services and, most fundamentally of all, for recognition of
the inhabitants' right to the land they have occupied.
Undoubtedly, numerous factors contributed to success in
each case: the local economic context, the original ownership of
the land, as well as political and religious influences. Two
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Recife working-class neighbourhoods which originated as
favelas are best known, not only in the city but throughout
Brazil, as models of the struggle for self-improvement: Casa
Amarela and Brasilia Teimosa. In each of them a sense of
common identity, and also of moral justice in the
neighbourhood's claims, seems always to have been
fundamental, and a crucial strand within this has been the
development of a local historical tradition.

Casa Amarela: mobilisation from myth
This local historical tradition does not have to be true to be
powerful, as Casa Amarela shows. It is much the larger of the
two communities: a group of about eight neighbourhoods
clinging to the steep and once densely wooded slopes of the
first foothills inland from Recife. Up to the early twentieth
century the site was virtually uninhabited, and the real
population influx and settlement did not begin until the 1940s,
continuing from then, with both individual squatting and
collective occupations of woodlands, into the 1970s and 1980s.
Its population today is well over 200,000.
For the people of Casa Amarela the most crucial battle has
been for the right to the land, and it was finally won only in the
1980s. A sense of justice founded on a new myth was the
cornerstone of the local struggle. This was why they called it
"The Movement of Nobody's Land". It is not clear who were
the real owners of the hills before the 1940s, but they may have
belonged at one stage to a former sugar plantation, which had
its own chapel of Sao Pantaleao. The local Rosinho family
claimed to be heirs to the plantation, and in 1945 set up an
estate agency which began to claim and in many cases collect
rent from the setflers. But the local population maintained an
alternative story: that Sao Pantaleao had formerly been the
chapel of a religious order, now dissolved, whose aged last
brother had given the land to its occupiers before returning to
Portugal.
There were no documents to back this tradition: it was
popularly believed that they had been destroyed in a flood and
that the papers held by the Rosinho family were forgeries. But
certainly, in the long battle for possession of the land from the
1960s onwards, the local conviction that the occupiers had a
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historie right to their own land was a fundamental rallying
force. As one of the first rent refusers put it: "[Rosinho] wasn't
and isn't the proprietor. That's the history. It's a theft, a
robbery."
Gasa Amarela today has an exceptionally well-coordinated
and vigorous associational life, conducted at a local level but
brought together through the Federaçâo das Associaçôes,
Centros Gomunitários e Gonselhos de Moradores de Gasa
Amarela (FEAGA), its federation. In the bairro of Morro da
Conceiçâo, for example, there are groups concerned with land
rights, education, health, public cleanliness campaigns, milk
distribution, drainage and paving, public security (to combat
the rising violence caused by economic depression), and
women's rights (to spread information on health and sexuality,
and to combat machismo and domestic violence). Volunteers run
street meetings, a local "radio" (in fact a loudspeaker), and a
soup kitchen for the very poorest, as well as alternative
community schools for both children and adults.
The neighbourhood council of Morro, the Conselho de
Moradores, which acts as the coordinating focus of these
activities, was first set up in 1980 as part
of a well-orchestrated local campaign for
water supplies. But unlike most /
associations thrown up by specific /
political campaigns in Brazil, it did
disappear when the campaign itself
ended. Undoubtedly, local organisational activity, centred around
annual religious festival, together
with the backing of a radical priest,
helped to sustain it. But again, a
sense of local history has been a
crucial source of confidence. Thus
the Gonselho marked its own
tenth anniversary in 1990 with a
special week-long programme /
celebrating "the years of
history and struggle".
There were meetings on
women's issues and campaigns for
improved housing, education and health, as well as
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a photographic exhibition, a football match, a triumphal dance,
and a mass in the parish church. A cordel broadsheet was also
published with a poem by Cassimiro Rocha, a local poet. In a
manner typical of local artistry, this gave detailed verse
accounts of the campaigns within a rhetorical framework
acknowledging both collective solidarity and divine support:
To tell a history
Of struggle and suffering...
I pray the Immaculate Virgin
To intercede with God...
In the midst of Christ's Passion
The people eried out for water...
The people were organising themselves.
To destroy the shark...

In Casa Amarela the establishment of a formal oral history
project was thus the conflrmation of a local sense of historical
identity, rather than a first step in creating one. In 1986 the
leaders of FEACA began discussions with the university
historian Antonio Montenegro, which resulted in the setting up
of FEACA's own Memory Department, for which 100
interviews with local men and women were carried out over a
period of a year. The informants were chosen by FEACA, and
those who were subsequently included in publications received
shares of the royalties. The Memory Department now
constitutes a small archive holding the tapes and transcripts,
the tapes of six subsequent radio programmes on local history,
and a series of photograph albums. These are available to
selected researchers. A video and two books have also been
published.
The archive is undoubtedly a rare and precious resource,
especially for outside researchers in local working-class history
and community development. Nevertheless, it is perhaps most
significant as a symbolic resource. Its use is inevitably limited
in a community with a high illiteracy rate. And although the
question of title to the land could possibly recur, since the
Ronsinho family were not flnally bought out by the state until
1988, the state's decision was the outcome of the political
campaign rather than a conversion to the local version of
history: so that in legal terms the oral "documents" held by the
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Memory Department have little potential value. What matters
most is quite simply that the community has made, and holds,
its own record.
The Department itself is reluctant to allow too open an access
to its material, partly from a fundamental apprehension that it
might be misused. This appears to be a typical dilemma in such
projects. Here it is hardly surprising, since as recently as 1979
the Morro information centre was so disapproved of by the
authoritarian regime that it was raided and closed by the police.
Among the documents they seized was a cordel poem written
by the local priest who as a result was tried and served some
months in prison. Democracy is new in Brazil and this makes
for considerable caution in the control of archives and
information centres. Indeed, another project in Sao Paulo,
which was set up to record local struggles for a health centre,
has failed to produce a public archive of any kind: the local
council has insisted on holding it privately. The more unstable
the political context of a project, the less likely it is that a
genuinely open public resource may result.
Even the publications from the Gasa Amarela programme
have a local value which is more symbolic than practical. One
book consists of extended extracts from three life stories, which
require considerable commitment as well as literacy to follow
through. There is also an illustrated book of briefer extracts,
which has proved of some direct use in adult literacy classes in
the alternative schools. But it is less suitable for work with
younger children—and in this it contrasts with the oral history
project in Brasilia Teimosa, which was specifically designed
and funded by the Ministry of Education as a school project.

Brasilia Teimosa: history and community
identity in schools
Brasilia Teimosa is a smaller community, with some 40,000
inhabitants, and its historical tradition is also shorter. It lies
directly across the estuary from the city's centre, at the far end
of Boa Viagem's long and luxurious Atlantic beachfront.
Originally the beach gave way to a sea wall built on the line of
the reefs and protecting the estuary harbour from storms. As
the fishermen now recall it: "This here was all sea. We used to
come in with the rafts here where the colony is." Erom the
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1930s, however, the dumping of silt from dredging operations
in the estuary led to the building up of a triangular spit of land
behind the sea wall, to which the Navy claimed ownership.
This was the site of Brasilia Teimosa.
First to settle the new land was a colony of fishermen, and
they remain the community's historic heart, their boats beached
in the pools behind the reefs closest to Boa Viagem's luxury
apartments. The development potential of the site they occupy
must have been evident from early on. However, their
settlement was protected by the Navy, who regarded their
presence as valuable since it provided a form of unofficial and
unpaid coastguard service.
In the 1950s, however, the land began to be "invaded" by
new migrants from the rural hinterland. At first both the
fishermen and the Navy strongly resisted, denouncing the new
occupiers and calling in the police to destroy their mud-floored,
straw-roofed huts. A sustained and organised struggle ensued,
with the occupiers rebuilding at night the huts which the police
were demolishing by day. In the words of Pelopidas Silveira,
ex-mayor: "The invasion was going on in a very organised way.
There were 'squatters' who were demarcating streets, defining
small lots, building wooden huts and selling them."
Eventually, however, the fishermen were won over by being
given full control of a defined area around their colony. After a
series of fights with the police and demonstrations outside the
city hall, the mayor decided in 1958 to withdraw the city police
and accept the occupation. Finally, the Navy withdrew the
military police.
In this initial political fight a crucial factor was again the
occupiers' belief that the land had no owner. They believed
they had a natural right to it because, in the spirit of Genesis
itself, it was land which had arisen from the sea. In the words of
one witness: "This land was formed by fish that die, by woods,
and natural things: so this land does not have any owner, it
belongs to all who live in it [2]."
When the mayor of Recife accepted this argument and
withdrew the city police, the battle for Brasilia Teimosa was
half-won. The neighbourhood in fact took its name from this
initial victory: teimosa means stubborn, and the allusion to
Brasilia came from the construction of Brazil's new capital in
the same years. But the mayor's announcement, "I am with you.
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carry on the fight", did not settle the question; it was more a
tolerance of the occupation than a recognition of ownership.
Over the next 20 years the community fought off a series of
threats, from a proposed yachting marina to a complex of
luxury hotels, the latter development put forward by the city
hall itself.
In the meantime, the community developed its own selfimprovement schemes, often with crucial help from its first
priest. Father Jaime. These included the setting up of a
residents' council in 1966, mothers' clubs, a church school,
health centres, a theatre group and a fishermen's cooperative.
Most notably, in 1978 a city proposal for redevelopment, which
would have displaced many of the occupants, was defeated
after scores of street meetings. A revised urban scheme was
implemented, with the city purchasing most of the land but not,
significantly, giving legal ownership to the occupants.
The Brasilia Teimosa oral history project arose from a
specifically educational initiative linked to two of the
neighbourhood's primary schools and carried out in 1982-86.
The objective was to promote interaction between the primary
schools and the community, and through this to encourage an
approach to education which was rooted in local realities. For
Brazil, this was a novel idea: traditional teaching has been very
abstract, with no reference to social conflict or to the crime,
poverty, unemployment and housing difficulties which are part
of everyday experience for most working-class children.
Similarly, history is taught as the story of national political
elites, rather than of local struggles and changes.
The educational project had already resulted in much
discussion and many practical experiments, such as the creation
by the children of a school "museum of the sea", when it was
decided to experiment with the collection of local oral history.
The idea was suggested by Ana Dourado, then a history
student at the university, and subsequently coordinator of the
oral history project from 1985 to 1987. The team also included a
university educationalist and two teachers from the schools.
The culture of the fishermen remains fundamentally an oral
one, in terms of the transmission both of skills and of history.
Many of the older spokesmen were illiterate, but the project
was designed to involve as many people as possible as
"historians". Some of the women residents became
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interviewers, while a key role was played by Salviano de Souza,
founder of the Fishermen's Union and president of the fishing
association. Born in 1918, he had begun fishing at the age of 12,
and had a rich and vivid memory. Although unable to write, he
loved talking: he was not only interviewed, but went many
times to the school to talk to the children for the project—and
has continued to do so since. Above all, the children themselves
were involved. Indeed, the principal outcome of the project was
a school book in which many of the stories and all the
illustrations were produced by the children themselves.
The project encountered two principal difficulties. The
original intention had been to base it at the school next to the
flshermen's association. But when the project team arrived with
its new ideas about education, calling for a curriculum which
reflected the everyday reality of life in a fishing family, the
school's director reacted with hostility, denouncing the team's
approach as subversive. Although many of the teachers
supported the project, its base had to be transferred to a smaller
school, where the teachers were involved in local political
activity and the director was more sympathetic to experiments
with the curriculum.
Once this initial difficulty was overcome, the project team
began working with the children, bringing in Salviano and
other older fishermen to talk to them, and then getting the
children to draw and tell stories. This generated such a mood of
discussion and debate in the community about education,
history and popular culture that eventually the teachers in the
first school started a movement for the removal of their
director. After some months they succeeded, and from then
onwards the project worked from both schools.
The second difficulty was more fundamental. Once the
process of evaluating the interviews had started, it became clear
that there were competing local oral traditions. Different
sections of the community held different versions of history,
which were in some respects distinctly antagonistic. Thus the
fishermen typically considered "us" to be synonymous with the
community. They saw themselves as its founders, "owners of
the place", who had generously allowed space for "them", the
other setflers. Their way of looking at the past was essentially
paternalistic, both in their relationship to the other residents
(who outnumbered them overwhelmingly), and in relation to
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the state authority—in gratitude for the protection they had
received from the Navy. Their memories contrasted with those
of the majority of settlers, chiefly migrants from rural poverty,
who had secured their land and improved it only through'
organised political struggles: for tenure, for electricity,
transport, street paving and so on. They, in particular, felt
hostile to those older inhabitants who had never joined these
struggles: "One cannot talk to somebody who has always
stayed in his home. Someone like that didn't make history, he
vegetated all his life. He didn't participate [3]."
The team decided to include the perspectives of both the
fishermen and the rural squatters in the published material. But
a still more explosive issue concerned the local prostitutes, who
had also been there from the early days: indeed, most of them
belonged to fishing families. Brasilia Teimosa's red light district
was already active in the 1940s, when US servicemen
patronised the bars closest to the harbour. Few interviews,
however, made any mention of the prostitutes. This was an
aspect of the neighbourhood's past and present about which,
because it seemed to them shameful, informants preferred to
keep silent. There was one important exception, Salviano
himself, who made a remarkable statement linking the
prostitutes and the fishermen:
Wherever there is a fishing colony, there is also a red light district.
Fishermen and prostitutes are the two classes disregarded by the world,
which looks down on both of them. And they are both exploited classes,
because the fisherman can't name the price of his fish, it's the profiteer
who prices it, nor can the prostitute price her oivn flesh. After the man
has slept with her he stands up, and then it's he who decides how much
he will pay her.

The entire draft of the school book, including Salviano's
statement, was presented to a large meeting of residents. This
was a lively occasion with much argument, but the final
decision was unanimous: publish everything. Some months
later, however, when the book had been published and was in
use in the schools, a group of fishermen who had not been at
the meeting began to protest against their children using a book
which contained such statements. The team held a further wellattended community meeting, which not only reaffirmed the
original decision, but resulted in substantial additional
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testimony. Some of this new material has now been
incorporated into a second edition of the school book, and its
example has been followed in the neighbouring quarter of Pina,
originally an island settled by fishermen and dockworkers [4].
Meanwhile, the new edition of Brasilia Teimosa continues to
be used with enthusiasm in the neighbourhood's primary
schools. The teachers work in dark, poorly equipped, crowded
classrooms with almost no financial resources for materials.
Each classroom is used every day by four different shifts of
children, for four hours each. The younger teachers are often
untrained students. Nevertheless, they are insisting on a
democratising and child-centred approach to education, in
which children's understanding begins with their own world
and moves outwards. They use the book as an inspiration,
along with the 10-minute video which was also produced by
the project, and from this starting point move on to talks by
Salviano and other older fishermen. The children are then
encouraged to create their own materials, partly through
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interviewing their grandparents and older uncles and aunts.
The children then discuss their material in groups of six, and
each group selects a story to relate to the whole class. Thus they
see the book not as a "dead" object, but as an example to
emulate.
There can be little doubt of the project's success in
educational terms, and in this respect it is a model which would
be well worth following in many other contexts. But the project
has proved much more than this. The book helped to crystallise
local pride in the past as an inspiration for the continuing
struggles of the present. In the six years since its publication in
1986, further successful campaigns have been fought to
complete the surfacing of the streets, improve local transport,
connect every house with the mains water supply, start a free
milk service at the health centre, and rehouse families who
were still living in huts on stilts next to the sea wall.
Most fundamental of all, in 1987 a mass campaign was
launched to demand legal ownership of the land by the
occupiers themselves. In 1989 this crucial step was finally
agreed by the mayor of Recife. It seems clear that the
strengthening of local pride and the sense of history and
identity brought about through the oral history project were in
themselves important factors in launching and sustaining this
crowning victory of Brasilia Teimosa: a favela precariously
established on dredged silt, which has transformed itself into a
secure, popular neighbourhood.
Both the Brasilia Teimosa and the Gasa Amarela oral history
projects were short-lived, of no more than two years' duration
in each case. There was never time to develop the much fuller
and more sustained use of the material collected which has
been so successful in many European local oral history projects.
These examples do, however, point strongly both to the key
role that an alternative sense of history can play in the
mobilisation of a community for self-improvement, and to
specific forms of educational project work designed to
encourage a community's consciousness and sense of identity
through a history of common struggle [5].
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Documenting traditional environmental
knowledge: the Dene, Canada
Martha Johnson
For thousands of years, the environmental knowledge of
indigenous peoples around the world has enabled them to
utilise the natural resources of their local environment in an
ecologically sustainable manner. Only in the past decade has
this knowledge—variously labelled as folk or ethno-ecology,
traditional environmental knowledge (TEK), indigenous
knowledge and customary law—been recognised among the
Western scientific community for its value to contemporary
environmental management. Today, a growing body of
literature attests not only to the presence of a vast reservoir of
information regarding plants and animals, but also to the
existence of effective indigenous systems of natural resource
management.
At the forefront of this burgeoning field of research are
indigenous peoples, who are demanding primary involvement
in the direction of studies which serve their needs.
"Participatory" or "action" types of research have become the
accepted approaches to the study of TEK, in which the host
indigenous community participates directly in the design and
implementation of the project, receives training to allow it to
administer and conduct its own research, and retains control
over the results. Outside agencies or individual researchers
may collaborate with the community, but their role is to
provide technical advice and administrative support.
The Traditional Environmental Knowledge Pilot Project of
the Dene Cultural Institute, Canada, is one example of a
participatory action research project [1]. Starting in mid-1989, a
team of local Dene researchers, a biologist and an
anthropologist developed methods to document the TEK of the
Dene people of Fort Good Hope and Colville Lake in the
Northwest Territories of Canada. Over the next two years,
information was gathered about the behaviour of different
animal species and the traditional rules that governed Dene use
of natural resources. The ultimate goal of the research is to
integrate Dene TEK and Western science in order to develop a
community-based natural resource management system.
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The pilot project has only begun to uncover the wealth of
ecological information available and to understand the
traditional system of environmental management. Most of the
information gathered has been concerned with animal ecology:
seasonal habitats, feeding habits, relationships and
interdependence between different species, life histories,
migrations and movements, population cycles and responses of
animals to alterations in their habitat.

The nature of Dene traditional environmental
knowledge
At the heart of the TEK of the Dene in this part of the
Northwest Territories is a spiritually based moral code or ethic
that governs the interaction between the human, natural and
spiritual worlds. It encompasses a number of general principles
and specific rules that regulate human behaviour towards
nature, many of which find parallels in other indigenous
cultures.
The fundamental principle of the traditional Dene
environmental ethic is that the land and its resources should be
taken care of for the benefit of future generations. Ensuring that
this happens is the responsibility of every individual in the
community, as one community researcher explains:
Everyone takes responsibility for luhat's going on, in the land
and with the animals—not only the game officers. This is why
our system works....Anyone in the community that doesn't
follow it, is considered naive and isn't respected in the
community. So there is great social pressure when these rules are
not followed because our survival depends on the ¡and and
animals [2].

For the Dene, the human, natural and spiritual worlds are
tightly interwoven. As in many other indigenous cultures, the
Earth is viewed as a living organism. Everything, human,
natural and spiritual, has its place in the cycle of life and
interference with any component, no matter how small, is
bound to have negative repercussions on the other components.
In many instances there is reference to a higher power, the
Creator, who ensures that overall order is maintained in the
system. Environmental events are often caused or influenced by
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spiritual forces. Humans do not have any special power or
authority over other life forms, and humans and animals have a
reciprocal relationship. Animals are available for human use,
and humans in turn are expected to treat them with dignity and
respect. Similarly, animals in the wild should not be held in
captivity and humans should not interfere with their natural
habitat or behaviour.
In addition to the general principles and rules of the
traditional system of management, which relate levels of
harvesting to individual and community requirements (in
essence "never take more than you need"), the Dene have
developed a number of strategies to ensure the continued
existence of healthy populations of the resources they depend
on. All these practices are founded on empirical understanding
of population dynamics and ecological linkages.
The Dene believe that continued hunting and trapping of
animals is important to achieve a sustainable, productive
harvest, but also that an area should be left alone for a period of
time to allow the population to renew itself. Another common
practice is to hunt only the mature animals and leave the
females when they are pregnant or caring for young ones.
The Dene have not escaped the impact of modern technology
and Euro-Canadian culture. One of the greatest concerns voiced
by the elders interviewed in the project is the loss of TEK and
cultural values among the younger generation. As one elder
explains:
The young people today that hunt with skidoos [motorised
sledges] seem to shoot more than they need. Long ago when we
used to hunt, ive always just shot what we needed. They have to
learn that's not the way to hunt. A few of them get carried away
when they are hunting with skidoos [3].

Another, younger hunter from Colville Lake reaffirms this
concern:
The elders are the only ones that can talk to these young men. If a
young person isn't taught the proper way to hunt, how will he
learn to respect the land or wildlife? They need to be taught. All
our elders here in Colville Lake give us, the young people, clear
instructions on how to live and use wildlife. The animals are put
on this land for our survival....The message has always been in
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our legends that the animals have to be respected. And everyone
that uses this land, the Dene and the oil companies will have to
learn to respect this [4].

A number of project informants had witnessed changes in
populations of wildlife and river fish which they attributed to
such factors as industrial development and oil exploration.
However, because of time constraints this part of the research
was not pursued in greater detail. Nevertheless, it is clear that
TEK may be particularly important for evaluating the impacts
of industrial development and modern technology on the local
environment. For instance, local people are often the first ones
to notice any change in the movements of an animal or in the
quality of its meat. Since their cultural and economic survival
depends upon the continued existence of these natural
resources, it is in the best interest of the Dene to ensure that
they are used in an environmentally sustainable manner.

The methodology
The research team consisted of three community researchers,
chosen primarily on the basis of their fluency in English and
North Slavey (the Dene language in which the project was to be
conducted), their knowledge of Dene culture, previous research
experience, and interest and motivation. Initially, all three
researchers happened to be women, but when one of them was
unable to continue, she was replaced by a man. It was
recognised that it was better to have both men and women as
part of the research team to have both views represented. As
one of the most experienced researchers pointed out, it took
time for her, as a young woman gathering information in a
traditionally male domain, to establish her credibility and gain
the confidence of some of the male elders.
Two outside researchers, a social scientist and an
experienced biologist, trained the community researchers and
worked with them for some of the time. They provided a
Western scientific perspective and helped to ensure that specific
ecological and biological information was collected. They also
acted sometimes as "outsiders" in the most useful sense,
picking up when questions were required which the
community researchers had deemed unnecessary—because to
them the answer was "too obvious" or such an integral part of
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their cultural understanding as to be "common knowledge".
Time constraints prevented the outside researchers from
observing or participating in traditional activities, which meant
the transfer of knowledge was rather one-way. The lack of such
first-hand experience may well lead an outside researcher to
make incorrect assumptions about the value of information or
the way that it is used.
On the other hand, the actual training was as much a
learning process for the outside researchers as it was for the
"students". It became clear that any training programme had to
be very flexible to meet the needs of the community
researchers, whose formal education, command of English and
experience of the subject matter varied widely. The sessions
produced many useful insights into the best methods of
teaching the principles, concepts and terminology of social
science research and ecology to adults with limited formal
education and no scientific training.
With guidance from the Dene Cultural Institute and a
Steering Committee made up of six elders, the research team
designed and tested semi-structured questionnaires. The
Steering Committee was to guide the research team in the
subjects to be covered, assist in the interpretation of the
findings, and publicise the project within the community. In
retrospect, the Steering Committee was not used as effectively
as it might have been. Although these elders were very
supportive of the project and provided thoughtful insights and
information about the history of the region and traditional life,
they played only a limited role in the research design and the
interpretation of the results. Most decisions regarding the
methodology and interpretation of the data were made by the
outside researchers in consultation with the community
researchers and the Dene Cultural Institute. The research team
recommended that future projects establish an Elders' Advisory
Council, to assist in the interpretation and analysis of the data
throughout the study. More active involvement in the training
programme—in the classroom and in the field—would also
ensure that the Dene perspective was more formally integrated
into the training process.
The primary method of data collection was the interview,
using a structured conversational approach. Some cultural bias
was inevitable given that questions were initially formulated
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largely by the outside researchers—who knew what they
wanted to "collect" from a scientific perspective—and were
then translated into North Slavey. Local researchers were,
however, able to exclude anything they felt unsuitable or to
include questions of their own design.
The review of the transcript of the test questionnaire
revealed many superficial answers and it was revised
accordingly. Leading questions were removed, the sequence of
topics was re-organised and suggestions from the various
advisors were incorporated. The review identified a need to
avoid the use of abstract English words and concepts (for
example, "evaluation" and "numerical"), some of which were
hard for the community researchers to understand, being
primarily Western concepts, and all of which were difficult to
translate into North Slavey.
Different approaches
On the whole. Western scientists stress the use of quantitative
measures while the traditional Dene harvester is more
concerned with qualitative information. For example. Western
scientists gather quantitative data to build mathematical
models of population dynamics, which are then used to
calculate the sustainable yields of a resource. The Dene
harvester is more interested in conditions in general or in
trends than in precise numbers and averages. In addition, the
Western researcher and the Dene hunter also often have access
to different types of information, and as a result may come to
different conclusions regarding a specific problem. For
example, in estimating a beaver population the scientist may
conduct an aerial count of the beaver lodges in a particular area
and multiply this by an assumed average number of occupants
per lodge, thus arriving at a certain population estimate. The
Dene hunter, on the other hand, knows from his own and other
hunter/trapper observations that the food supplies have been
depleted in the survey area and that many of the lodges are
empty or contain no young beaver. His estimate of the
population would therefore be much lower than that of the
game manager.
The community researchers also found that questions
suggesting control of a species often elicited a negative reaction
from informants because of the unfavourable connotation
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that the idea of controlling wildlife has in Dene culture.
Similarly, informants were sometimes reluctant to divulge
specific numbers of animals harvested. The community
researchers explained that this was because some Dene
considered discussion of hunting or trapping success to be
bragging, or feared the information might be used against them
by the government.
After a second set of interviews was completed using the
revised questionnaire, many of the responses were still
disappointingly superficial. It was felt that the problem was the
question and answer format. By constantly firing questions at
an informant, the researchers felt they were restricting his or
her freedom to address other issues which were of personal
importance. Moreover, it was not clear to what extent the
information gathered in this way represented a Dene as
opposed to a Western perspective of the subjects being
investigated. For many traditional Dene, the Euro-Canadian
pattern of question-answer is an alien form of communication.
The accepted pattern, for the Dene as well as for many
aboriginal peoples, "involves long monologues where questions
are answered indirectly and at great length [5]".
After much discussion, it was decided that a more open
approach to questioning was needed, and that the
questionnaire should serve merely as a checklist for the types of
information being sought. Researchers were to allow the
information to flow as naturally as possible and not to worry
about the order in which topics were covered; the informant
was to be free to decide which subjects were important to talk
about and how best to present the information.
It was also found that using specific local examples helped
make the questioning more relevant. For example, when
seeking information about the habitat of a certain animal, it
helped to ask the informant to describe the physical
characteristics of his trapping area. Equally, it proved hard for
people to describe plant species in detail without reference to
the real thing. One elder who had been unable to distinguish
between different species of willow during the interview, then
took the researcher on a tour in which he gave accurate details
of several different species of shrubs and trees, and described
their value to the wildlife and the local people.
A continuing problem was the inherent contradiction of
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seeking to categorise, in terms that are relevant and
comprehensible to Western science, the "facts" of TEK. Much
traditional knowledge is transmitted in the form of stories and
legends using metaphors and sophisticated Dene terminology,
which were not always well understood by the younger
interviewers, let alone outsiders. One community researcher
frequently commented on the elders' use of "hidden words":
North Slavey terms and metaphors which were indirect
references to certain animals or their behaviour that could not
be translated literally into English.
This had implications for translation and interpretation,
which ideally needed someone who possessed both a
familiarity with the subtleties of Dene stories, metaphors, terms
and concepts, and the ability to extract ecological data from the
narrative. Where the community researcher did not have
sufficient understanding of the former, they could work with
an elder, assisted by an interpreter fluent in English. Even more
difficult was finding scientific terminology which accurately
reflected the indigenous concepts being described.

Integrating Dene TEK and Western science
Despite the preliminary status of the pilot project's findings, it
has already revealed some of the important differences and
similarities between Dene TEK and Western science and the
difficulties of integrating the two knowledge systems. All
parties appear to agree that the integration of TEK and Western
science is desirable given the need to produce a more complete
understanding of the environment and to respect the cultural
diversity of the Canadian North. Yet while there has been
considerable discussion and a few attempts to establish comanagement institutions, the application of Dene TEK at the
decision-making level of resource management has yet to be
fully realised.
This whole issue is made more urgent because of the gradual
disappearance of Dene TEK due to the death of elders and the
lack of resources available to document it. It is only through
documentation that the usefulness of Dene TEK can become
apparent and an improved understanding can be gained of the
practices and conditions which lead to the breakdown and also
to the re-establishment of Dene management systems. If Dene

124

LISTENING FOR A CHANGE

TEK is to be revitalised, research must continue to be initiated
by the Dene themselves, under the guidance of the elders and
with the cooperation of the youth.
Reconciling two profoundly different world views is no
simple task. The spiritually based ethic that governs the
interaction between the Dene spiritual, human and natural
worlds lies in direct contrast to the Western scientific
explanation of environmental phenomena which is based on
the setting up and testing of hypotheses and the establishment
of theories and general laws. However, spiritual explanations
often conceal practical conservation strategies and can aid the
making of appropriate decisions about the wise use of
resources. The Dene system exists within an entirely different
cultural experience and set of values, one which paints no more
and no less valid a picture of reality.
Just as the scientific establishment is often reluctant to accept
the validity of Dene TEK because of the spiritual element, so the
Dene are sometimes hesitant to accept Western science because
of what appears to be its overriding need to control and
interfere with nature. Environmental scientists are viewed as
constanUy tagging and capturing animals and digging holes in
the ground. While there can be no denying the socially and
ecologically destructive impact Western science and technology
may have had on Dene culture, in some instances it may be able
to provide information that is otherwise unavailable, for
example, a view of ecological phenomena at the microscopic
level or over large distances.
To remedy such mutual suspicions and misunderstandings,
local people must become directly involved in the research, not
least because this "inside" perspective is essential if the
information is to be integrated accurately. Moreover, it is a
fundamental right of the Dene, or any local people for that
matter, to have control over research that directly affects them.
As a part of this collaborative arrangement, training
programmes which include hands-on learning experience must
be made available to both groups. All too often it is the
indigenous researcher who is taught the scientiflc method and
forced to adapt his or her cultural reality to that model.
While it is essential that TEK research involve people who
possess an appropriate background in biology, ecology and
resource management, it is also essential to include people with
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social science skills. TEK cannot be properly understood if it is
analysed independently of the social and political structure in
which it is embedded. The social perspective includes the way
people perceive, use, allocate, transfer and manage their natural
resources. Dene TEK is rooted in an oral tradition and
concerned primarily with qualitative observations. Gathering
both biological data and information about the local socialpolitical structure can best be accomplished through talking
with people and participating directly in harvesting activities.
Social scientists bring these skills to TEK research along with
their ability to help translate information from one culture to
another.
Finally, much of the scepticism towards Dene TEK stems
from belief that, while it may have functioned well in the past,
it is disappearing with the assimilation of Dene into EuroCanadian culture, and by the failure of elders to pass on their
knowledge to younger generations. While it is undoubtedly
true that some erosion of TEK has taken place, informants of
the pilot project emphasise that TEK is changing or evolving
rather than dying out.
The last problem related to the integration of Dene TEK and
Western science is clearly linked to the question of political
power. At present, co-management regimes represent the most
widespread attempt to integrate TEK and Western science in
northern Canada. These vary in their structure and in the
degree of power accorded the participating user groups, but
most groups have only an advisory capacity. It remains to be
seen to what extent these regimes actually incorporate
innovative strategies for problem solving, as opposed to using
TEK merely to provide data for a decentralised state system
which continues to adhere to the Western scientific paradigm,
and continues to do the managing. Successful integration of
Dene TEK and Western science depends upon the ability of
both groups to develop an appreciation of and sensitivity to the
respective strengths and limitations of their knowledge
systems. In this, oral testimony can play a significant part.
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Talking back: the role of oral testimony
in participatory development
Nigel Cross
In 1986, at a conference on drought and desertiflcation, satellite
images of Africa held international experts spellbound. Two
photographic images, taken a year apart, and costing tens of
thousands of dollars, showed either the "advancing" Sahara or
the "retreating" vegetation in lurid colour. The course of the
Nile was particularly clear. A few weeks earlier, at Taragma
village, Nile Province, Sudan, an elderly villager was
entertaining a small group of visitors from the UK development
agency SOS Sahel. Stepping outside his front door he pointed
towards nothing—just a wide expanse of desert occasionally
relieved by the odd, unpalatable, unburnable shrub. Here, he
said, just 40 years ago the trees and shrubs were so numerous
that it was difflcult to ride a donkey to market without getting
scratched.
Satellite imagery and oral testimony both have a part to play
in shaping our understanding of environmental change. The
people on the ground, several miles below the camera, know
exactly what has happened in their locality; they may be
amused or interested by the broader picture, but they can't see
that it tells them anything they don't already know. They have
been taking mental snapshots all their lives.
A few kilometres south of Taragma, an eminent foreign
consultant was being given a tour of village tree nurseries by
the local manager. The consultant advised the manager that he
was growing the wrong species in the wrong place—never
mind that they had been successfully propagated, planted and
protected for the last 20 years. The manager's opinion was not
solicited.
The problem facing those who give weight to indigenous
knowledge is that they come face to face with the weight,
indeed might, of the multilateral and bilateral aid business with
its armies of highly qualifled agronomists and economists, with
its satellites, laboratories and computers. Oral testimony is
regarded as anecdotal, even endearing, but not very reliable. Its
fringe appeal is the greatest enemy of its credibility. Yet it
seemed obvious to SOS Sahel that oral history methods, applied
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to development projects, would create important space for the
hitherto silenced majority to speak out about their concerns and
priorities directly, rather than through the medium of a team of
consultants, or local officials with vested interest.
In 1987 SOS Sahel was approached by HelpAge International
for ideas to support the elderly in the Sahelian zone, and was
able to put its theory into practice. SOS Sahel finances
environment projects which aim to increase food production
through sustainable investment in natural resource
management. Such long-term work offers few obvious benefits
to the elderly. But project informants, like the old man at
Taragma, had been an enormous help both in advising project
staff and in encouraging younger, stronger, people to invest
time and labour in shelterbelt planting and soil and water
conservation.
While it was unclear how SOS Sahel could help the elderly, it
was strikingly clear that the elderly could be actively involved
in development work. The idea for an oral history project
which would systematically record traditional environmental
knowledge (TEK) and chronicle environmental change took
shape. By talking at length with elderly farmers, pastoralists,
refugees and other groups in the Sahel, the project hoped to
gain a better understanding of traditional land-use practice,
land tenure, farming and pastoral systems, the causes o''
desertification and many other aspects of Sahelian life. The aim
was not only to record TEK and improve rapport with the
people with whom SOS Sahel and its partner agencies work,
but also to develop a practical methodology which could be
incorporated into development planning, implementation and
evaluation.
Thus the Sahel Oral History Project (SOHP) was motivated
by twin concerns: to complement or if necessary correct, the
"expertise" of donor agencies by focusing on indigenous
knowledge; and to value and learn from those people who had
lived through unprecedented social and environmental change
and who were, for the most part, illiterate, "uneducated"
experts in their own lives.
From the beginning, this was not a grassroots-inspired
project, although it worked at village level. No community had
asked for it, and it was initiated and designed from the outside.
To complement the powerful satellite images the project chose
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to work across the Sahelian zone—a continent-wide area of low
rainfall and poor soils. Sites were selected because they were
areas of continuing project work for SOS Sahel and sister
agencies, although efforts were made to work in non-project
areas as a comparison.
Because SOHP had limited resources, few national-level
research organisations could be involved; their tenders were
simply too expensive. Project partners were largely existing
development projects who provided logistical support, and
whose staff acted as interviewers. While this led to effective
collaboration at the agency and community level, it also served
to reinforce SOHP as an exercise in North-South dialogue
rather than involving or encouraging a wider discussion at the
national or pan-Sahelian level. So while SOHP solicited the
individual experience and the individual or community-level
agenda, it did not engage in a wider consultative process
(although the published transcripts have since made a
contribution). With just £60,000 (US$90,000) to spend in eight
countries it opted for something less than perfect, and less than
fully participatory.

The collection process
Preliminary research, identification of sites, liaison with other
agencies and the development of a questionnaire and
guidelines were carried out by SOS Sahel in London. But while
the coordination team were European, the interviewers
themselves were all local to the interview areas or fluent in the
local language. Whether project workers, students or
journalists, the most successful interviewers were good
listeners who had a natural curiosity and interest in the
respondents. As interviewers also had to translate and
transcribe the recorded interviews into French or English, a
relatively high level of education was required. While it proved
difficult to employ educated women, in the end all the
interviews with women were by women [1].
The time allocated to the actual interviews in each country
was about one month. A three-day training programme
preceded the interviews, involving a review of the
questionnaire, role-play and a "pilot" interview and
transcription. From the beginning, it was stressed that the
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questionnaire was intended to be flexible. It was adapted to the
particular experience of the respondent—pastoralist, farmer,
man, woman—as required. There were sections on family
history, occupation, descriptions of the changing environment,
vegetation, farming and livestock practices, and the impact of
development as well as of drought.
Each interviewer was given the opportunity to revise
questions in the light of specific cultural and socio-economic
factors. In effect, the questionnaire was a checklist of themes to
be discussed, rather than a punishing question-by-question
ordeal. While this helped to create a more natural
conversational environment, it inevitably affected the detail
and organisation of the interview. Opportunities for follow-up
questions which would have led to greater definition were
sometimes missed. Rigour was sacrificed, in some instances, to
ramble.
Thus, what had set out to be an indigenous knowledge
collection project became much more a vehicle for individual
views and priorities to surface. The Western scientific concern
to establish the facts, to collect, enumerate and name the parts,
gave way to a more political, even poetical exercise where
individual perceptions were accorded status and value,
regardless of whether they were lucid and apparently correct,
or inconsistent and contradictory.
By the end of 1990, over 500 interviews amounting to about
600 hours of tapes had been completed, of which a little less
than half were with women. The project worked in Senegal,
Mauritania, Burkina Faso, Chad, Sudan and Ethiopia—at 19
different sites in 17 different languages. Despite the level of
variable detail, the interviews describe a wide range of
environmental knowledge and traditional farming and pastoral
systems. Farmers talk about tried and tested methods of
improving soil fertility; pastoralists explain how they control
animal reproduction, the pastures preferred by each of their
animals and the ideal ratio of males to females. The practices
and remedies of traditional midwives are mentioned, as are the
skills of blacksmiths, marabouts and griots.
Change is everywhere recorded. There is clear agreement
about the reasons for environmental degradation and the part
humans and animals have played in it: lower rainfall,
inappropriate development, and population growth leading to
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pressure on marginal areas, in turn squeezing pastoralism on to
smaller and smaller grazing lands. Bush is being cleared to
make new land available for (short-term) commercial and
subsistence farming. The increased pressure on land and
natural resources has disrupted what was "previously an
amicable relationship between farmers and pastoralists [2]".
An agricultural botanist with a wide knowledge of the agroecological zone reviewed the interviews. He reported that
"SOHP has highlighted the changes that have taken place in the
Sahel within living memory", but he found it difficult to
quantify these changes—although one major difference is that
farmers now cultivate three to five times as much land as 30
years ago, "in the uncertain hope of a subsistence yield". Given
that the "extra" land cultivated is either very marginal or was
formerly communal grazing land, the prospects for sustainable
farming are considered to be fairly dire. Although there has
been a lack of organised statistical evidence, much ecological
information collection by the SOHP is still being analysed, and
a botanical glossary based on the collection has filled in some
gaps in the standard reference works.
Perceptions of environmental change are embedded in a
social and cultural context. The SOHP established a fuller
picture of community history and social evolution than
originally anticipated. The interviews reveal the impact of
increased migration and are particularly vivid on the extent of
the breakdown of traditional relationships between groups:
adults and children; farmers, pastoralists and agro-pastoralists;
men and women; even man and beast. Much of the information
contradicts received development wisdom and provides ample
evidence, if evidence were needed, that many conference
generalisations simply do not stand up (particularly in the area
of gender and labour) or are so general as to be seriously
misleading [3].
Above all each interview has the potential to illuminate life
in the Sahel, not only for foreign aid workers, but also for the
extensive class of educated public servants who every day take
critical decisions on behalf of their "unschooled", distanfly
related fellow citizens. "My father", says the Minister, "was a
peasant farmer." But the interviews show how quickly
traditional knowledge has been rejected by the son.
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Returning the evidence
Many oral history projects get stuck after the collection phase.
What to do with those boxes of tapes, those untidy
transcripts—how to interpret them? How to publish them?
How to return them to the informants? All these questions were
considered by the SOHP at the beginning of the project, and
several years later the answers are still evolving.
The first, and perhaps most critical stage is the return,
somehow, of the interviews to their owners. Once translated
and transcribed, however, they are beyond the reach of the
community which prepared them. Perhaps because the SOHP
was conceived by outsiders there was no clamour for the
establishment of local oral history collections. However, the
process of collection was in itself perhaps the single most
valuable contribution the project was able to make to both
individuals and participating communities.
It became clear that one of the immediate and significant
benefits of SOHP was that it literally forced participating
agencies to create the time to listen; with the result that project
workers, even those born and raised in the community,
achieved a new understanding of, and respect for, traditional
knowledge. The coordinator of SOHP in Mali noted that the
quality of individual knowledge and experience came as a
surprise to the interviewers—project workers with more than a
touch of superiority about their own educational achievements:
The interviezvs helped to counteract the idea that farmers are
ignorant, conservative and fatalistic. Such preoccupations persist
among project staff but they are more subliminal
than
explicit...the more details we have of farmers' knozvledge and
ingenuity, the more we can hope to counteract these problems of
attitude.

The interviewers themselves discovered how little they knew of
their own culture and of their parents' generation. Familiar
objects took on new meaning, for instance: "I did not know that
in the past, the kitchen hearth is always facing west...I asked
why. They told me the dead are buried...facing east. The wind,
which comes from the west, carries smoke with it. This way, the
smoke won't get in a person's eyes. We really believe in this,
because for us the dead are not really dead." A small thing
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perhaps, but "the research allowed me to trace my roots, to
discover where I really came from".
One project associated with the SOHP has managed to return
the interviews directly. The Fédération des Paysans Organisés
du Département de Bakel, in Senegal, has developed a literacy
programme using the oral history interviews.
We wanted to participate [in the SOHP] from the start because
we realised tliat it would be of benefit to our own zvork—
particularly to our literacy trainers. What might have seemed
like a lot of extra work in fact worked out to our advantage. We
put our trust in i/oiing inexperienced workers and were delighted
to discover they were able to earry out the work well...in addition
they discovered a rich well of knowledge.

Transforming the spoken into the written word, however, does
demand a certain amount of editorial judgement if it is to be
more than simply a tool for literacy. But there is great potential
for literacy work, and for developing local education materials
from oral testimony. In most instances however, the SOHP did
not transcribe the tapes into the local language. This was partly
because of the time factor, and partly because a few of the 17
languages concerned were essentially oral languages without
an agreed and standardised written alphabet. But it was mainly
because the major benefit of transcripts to a non-literate
community is in literacy training or in helping to conserve a
language under threat—and these were not, at the time, project
priorities. However, requests for the return of the tapes for
literacy programmes have since been received from some
participating projects. In general, however, it is probably best to
design an oral history project for literacy purposes around less
specific themes.
For the informants themselves, there were at least some
chances to influence the course of development in the area. But
the immediate benefit for those interviewed was that, at last,
someone was paying respectful attention, not just at an official
meeting orchestrated by the project manager and the village
chief, but to individuals with their own strongly held opinions
based on their own unique experiences. The elderly were
especially glad to discover that their knowledge was valued
and appreciated by the "educated" young.
It is, then, difficult to point to a single consequence—such as
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a new well, the re-adoption of a half-forgotten irrigation
technique, the testing of indigenous remedies—that followed
from the interviews, although undoubtedly some projects have
acted on this new body of information. Rather, it is possible to
point to a more sympathetic atmosphere, and a greater
understanding of the elusive concept of participation.
Each development project associated with SOHP was at a
different stage. In Mali, oral history was used as part of the
wider "getting-to-know-you" phase at the beginning of the
project. In Niger, oral testimony was collected at the preplanning phase, and the woman interviewer was subsequently
employed by the project as a senior extension worker. In Sudan,
it became clear that oral testimony could be a powerful
evaluation tool. A comment in an interview with a woman in
an SOS Sahel project area—"I am suspicious of their activities.
They will probably take our land and we may never see it
again"—underlined the need to improve the extension
activities. The project's education unit designed a lunriid, a
travelling exhibition including photos, maps and threedimensional models to tour the villages. Isolated comments do
not as a rule prove anything one way or another, and are
indeed "anecdotal," when published out of context. But in the
context of a development activity, where the project workers
and local services are witness to the individual testimony, the
testimony empowers the individual.

Publication and dissemination
The publication of the interviews took several forms designed
to reach a variety of audiences. The first stage was what might
be called "Samizdat" publishing; the production of typed
English transcripts, including translations from Francophone
Africa. These were publicised at workshops, seminars and
through the Sahelian and dryland networks, while the
preparation of a paperback selection was in progress.
The usefulness of the collection in this typed form was
dramatically enhanced by the production of an index. The
index was itself a selection; to have included every reference to
a theme would, in some cases, have led to 500 entries. Instead it
highlighted those entries which, in the judgement of the
indexers, constituted the most important or interesting
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examples. Without an index (as distinct from a catalogue of
interviews) such a collection gathers dust. In contrast, by using
the SOHP index, the editor of Crasshoppers and Locusts: The
plague of the Sahel, for example, was able to check references to
the pests throughout the Sahel—including traditional methods
of locust control [4]. Other writers and editors have used the
collection in similar fashion, as have newspapers, magazines
and professional journals seeking "authentic" material.
Although an index makes a collection accessible, it also
facilitates a "rent-a-quote" approach. On more than one
occasion SOHP found that selective quotation had been used
either to bolster a fundraising proposal or to lend credibility to
a contentious argument. There is no effective copyright in oral
testimony, and indeed, if the purpose is to add vibrant, flrsthand experience to inform a serious debate, little would be
achieved by sealing such testimony in a copyright box. On
numerous occasions interviewees expressed the hope that their
stories would receive the widest possible dissemination. And
perhaps dissemination is the best defence against
appropriation—for the more people who are familiar with the
material, the harder it becomes to misappropriate it.
All those involved in the project recognised from the outset
the potential for oral testimony to counteract the media
coverage of drought and famine and the "victim" stereotype so
often reinforced by the fundraising publicity of aid agencies.
Some 80 interviews, both representative and of intrinsic
narrative interest, were selected for At The Desert's Edge: Oral
histories from the Sahel, which has now been published in
English (1991), Dutch (1992), and French (1993) [5].
As well as providing the first Sahelian-authored account of
the realities of life in the Sahel for a European audienceschools, colleges, unions, churches, clubs and charity
supporters—At The Desert's Edge was also aimed at decision
makers. The hope was that development planners and area
specialists might manage a little bedtime reading from a text
that would confront them with real people with real names, as
opposed to a lumpen class of "beneflciaries" who inhabit policy
reports and technical papers, and nowhere else.
To some extent this aspiration materialised—though largely
as a consequence of free distribution of the book to policy
makers. For instance, the Director of the World Bank's Sahelian
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department read the book and visited London, to discuss the
relevance of oral history to the Bank's programme. This
discussion has been both tantalising and inconclusive: attempts
to mesh the very specific and very particular (oral testimony)
into the very large and very general (Bank policy) is far from
easy. Although it is engaged in "beneficiary assessment"
exercises, the Bank is working to a timetable which makes it
difficult to take oral testimony on board. Like others who have
embraced Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) as a simple
formula for ensuring people's participation in development
projects, the Bank is attracted to "rapid" survey techniques
without always recognising that PRA evolved from Rapid
Rural Appraisal (RRA)—junking ""rapid" in favour of
""participatory". Meaningful participation is not possible on
flying visits. Oral testimony takes time, and requires a longerterm investment than most monitoring and evaluation
departments are prepared or equipped for.
The final phase of publication has been the organisation of
all the interviews, in English, by country, on computer disk,
together with a computerised and hard copy index. As this has
taken two years of largely volunteer labour, there are inevitable
inaccuracies and imperfections. But it is now possible to receive
all 500 interviews, or country-by-country interviews, on disk.
Disk publishing—like microfilm publishing before it—is the
logical way to ensure that a major resource (amounting to
800,000 words) reaches an interested, engaged and expert
audience of academics, researchers and development
consultants. It is also, of course, a means of conserving an
important resource on recent Sahelian environmental history.

Application
At an early stage after the indexing, and after the two project
directors had read all the transcripts, SOS Sahel held an inhouse seminar to consider the main themes arising from the
project which might inform its own development planning.
Two themes in particular seemed to require further research: an
analysis of the level and types of participation by the
"beneficiaries" in planning, monitoring and evaluation; and the
consequences of male out-migration on women and their
household and environmental management.
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The Participatory Evaluation Project (PEP) was conceived as
a response to the numerous instances where interviewees
described the totalitarian nature of so much development. The
heart of the project was an appraisal of techniques such as PRA,
and development theatre, as well as oral testimony itself, in an
attempt to identify what constitute successful participatory
mechanisms in development projects [6].
The migration research began as a more academic exercise,
although it hoped to identify "action points" that would help
development projects become more responsive to the
consequences of male out-migration, and to the needs of
migrants' wives and families. The research employed classic
social science approaches—use of the questionnaire survey,
sample-frames, focus group discussions, data-processing and
statistical analysis. The aim was to produce convincing and
detailed data, that would to some extent support and illuminate
the voices of the women interviewed in the SOHP.
At about the same time another SOS Sahel research project
on food security issues and employment "safety-nets" was
taking place in Ethiopia, using similar social science
methodologies. Some 600 questionnaire interviews were
conducted by six local researchers in Koisha, Ethiopia, as the
research component of an SOS Sahel cash-for-work roadbuilding programme. Again the data was carefully processed,
and a fascinating if confusing picture emerged of the relevant
beneflts and disadvantages of "cash-for-work" over "food-forwork", of the profile of those who opted in to the project, and of
their varying preferences according to age, gender and
occupation.
On reviewing the quantitative results of both the migrant
research project and the Food Security Project (FSP), it became
clear that there were still larger questions, indeed new larger
questions, thrown up by the surveys that needed further
investigation. It was decided to return to oral testimony
collection as a way not only of pursuing the ambiguous and
paradoxical, but also of making the thicket of facts and figures
meaningful—alive. The assumption that orthodox, donorapproved social science methods would illuminate the oral
history had, once again, to be turned on its head.
A different kind of questionnaire, thematic rather than
quantitative, was developed with the help of the local FSP
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researchers. The questionnaire was a framework within which
the 40 or 50 interviewees would be free to set their own
priorities as well as shed more light on specific issues which
interested the project, such as common grazing rights and
people's wider perceptions of land use. Despite role play and
practice interviews the oral testimony collection proved more
difficult than anticipated. Transcription was a problem, for
although the interviews were conducted in the local language,
its complex orthography necessitated translation into the more
familiar Amharic (see p88).
But the major obstacle was the researchers' own bias: they
had just spent three months as enumerators, checking off a list
of pre-set questions. They found it both difficult and exhausting
to switch gear into the more free-flowing, attentive, listening
mode required by the oral historian. They and the national
research director complained that the respondents wouldn't
stop talking, that they rambled. "I think", he wrote, "that we
should exert more influence on the sequencing of the topics for
discussion to avoid redundancy and keep the interest of the
interviewee up to the end." Adjustments were made and the
interviewing continued.
Despite the fears and worries of the collectors the final
product has indeed illuminated the research (one interview was
42 pages long). The "rambles", although sometimes
inconsequential, are as often packed with clues and insights.
For example, although it was not the intention of the interviews
to seek opinion, let alone evaluation, of a neighbouring waterprovision and primary health care project, the frequency of
comment on it amply demonstrates its impact in the area and
has provided the agency involved with useful, unsolicited
feedback. Also the interviews gave rich detail about community
and family support structures, which the formal questionnaire
had been unable to elicit.
This is not to jettison quantitative methods, which provide
thought-provoking base-line data, but to illustrate that
individual responses, prejudices and interpretation can help
make sense of it all. Inevitably oral testimony also throws up
other questions, other conundrums. The research director of the
FSP is both delighted and infuriated by the new oral
testimonies, leading to new questions and answers, and new
puzzles and potential solutions.
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SOS Sahel has learnt that its oral testimony practice does not
need to be conflned to a discrete oral history project, such as the
SOHP, but continues to burst into life in unexpected places. In
Wollo,' Ethiopia, an extended PRA exercise as part of a project
planning phase had failed to report the existence of a significant
Muslim minority in the middle of an area famed for its
orthodox church. A mini oral testimony project is now
focusing on the influence of religion and traditional custom in
Wollo, an area which has more saints' days (holidays) that
impinge on working practices than the Vatican City.
Oral testimony, insofar as it has application to development
projects, is as much a process as it is a product. It informs,
illuminates and above all recognises the identity of someone
who might otherwise remain an anonymous "beneflciary". It is
a new and extensive training resource, it is an expressive and
potent medium for development education, it is a
supplementary feeding programme for skeletal data. And
perhaps most important of all, it amplifies the voices of the
non-literate, non-participants in the United Nation's fifth
development decade.

