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BREAKING DOWN WALLS:  NEW DIRECTIONS IN DEVELOPMENT STUDIES 
MCGILL UNIVERSITY, 6-8 OCTOBER 2005 

 
Executive Summary and Action Points 
 
The practice of development and the international context have undergone significant 
transformations over the past half-century, which requires a reassessment of development 
studies. The identification of emerging trends in the field from the perspective of academic 
researchers, practitioners and the agencies which fund research offers a unique opportunity for 
the new CDAS to define its objectives and priorities.  
 
Trends in development research –topics and methods 

• Civil society - conceptual and methodological challenges 
 Refining conceptual models 
 Refining methodologies 
 Addressing the issue of cultural specificity 

• Qualitative and quantitative methods 
 Improving the availability and reliability of data 
 Improving the complementarity of the two types of methodology 

• Research for whom? 
 Developing policy relevance of research 
 Grounding research in the needs of developing societies 
 Learning from development experiences 

• Emerging topics 
 Democracy, governance, human rights 
 Economic growth, sustainability, livelihoods, poverty 
 Effects of globalization – migration, technology diffusion, transnational 

 networks 
 Interdisciplinary research 

 
Trends in development research –partnerships, old and new 

• Government 
 Reduction of the scope of government action in development 
 Focus on international security 
 Challenges and opportunities of globalization 
 Good governance and accountability 

• NGOs 
 Need to predict the “next threat” (political, military, environmental, 

 health…) 
 Building local capacity 
 Practical experiences as sources of data 

• Private sector 
 Multinational corporations increasingly mindful of their “ethical” image 
 Demand for development knowledge for business projects 
 The private sector as a source of funding 
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BREAKING DOWN WALLS:  NEW DIRECTIONS IN DEVELOPMENT STUDIES 

MCGILL UNIVERSITY, 6-8 OCTOBER 2005 
 

WELCOME, JOHN GALATY, INTERIM DEAN OF ARTS: 
 

This conference inaugurates the renaissance of the Centre for Developing-Area Studies at McGill 
University. This renaissance is intended to reflect the evolution of the terrain of development, 
through a new focus on the question of democratization and political change, as well as the 
impact of the rise of international finance and globalization on such enduring issues as 
agricultural development and urban poverty. This new context means that there is a need to 
redesign the Centre's agenda, and the Conference is intended to identify what this new direction 
should be. 
 
OPENING REMARKS, PHILIP OXHORN, CDAS DIRECTOR:  
 
Forty years after the founding of the Centre for Developing-Area Studies, the meaning of 
“development” has changed substantially, while older issues remain unresolved. To the problems 
of state and institution building and fostering economic growth have been added new concerns, 
such as environmental sustainability, gender equity and identity recognition, as well as failed 
states and secessionist movements. Furthermore, the ways in which “development” is 
conceptualized have also been transformed. It is now generally accepted, for instance, that the 
market will have some role in fostering economic growth; however, the problems of equity that 
this raises still need to be addressed. 
 
To meet these challenges, CDAS is undergoing a process of renewal so that it will make itself 
relevant for addressing the new problems and issues in development studies. One of the ways in 
which this will be achieved is through the transformation of the Centre into an Institute, so that it 
will be able to offer undergraduate courses (bringing together the existing undergraduates who 
are “scattered” among various departments) and, in the near future, Masters and Doctoral 
programs. In addition, the Fellows program is being redesigned, so that it will offer fellows both 
a place to work and a community in which to develop collaborative research. Finally, a new seed 
grant program to promote collaborative, multidisciplinary research projects will be announced in 
the near future. 
 
With these goals in mind, the Breaking Down Walls conference was intended to create a dialogue 
and discussion with the different types of stakeholders in development (academic journals, 
government institutions and third sector organizations), and also among the various disciplines 
within the university who are concerned with development. 
 
 

 1



 

THURSDAY, 6 OCTOBER 
 
Keynote Address:  Professor Jan Kubik, Rutgers University 
 
Civil society and its role in fostering democratic governance and accountability has become one 
of the main themes of discussion in evaluating political and economic development in recent 
years. However, there are three important questions that must be broached: 

• How to define a conceptual model of civil society;  
• How to evaluate the applicability of the model of civil society outside the West; 
• How to develop methods for studying civil society (attempt a typology); 

 
Conceptual definition 
There are three types of definitions of civil society 

1. as normative ideal; 
2. as a type of public space; 
3. as a specific set of groups and associations. 

 
Adopting this third definition, sociologically, civil society represents secondary groups 
competing for the loyalty of individuals with two types of rivals: the state and kinship networks. 
Such groups can be classified according to three characteristics: a) whether they are vertical or 
autocratic (usually tolerant vs. often intolerant); b) whether they are transparent or 
nontransparent; and c) their relationship with the state (illegal, selectively legalized or legally 
protected). In the classical definition, civil society groups are usually understood to be legal and 
transparent. This is really an ideal-type rather than a reality in most cases. 
 
Methods for studying civil society 
It is important to study and understand the quality, rather than the number of organizations. In 
this sense, it is important pay particular attention to the types of linkages among civil society and 
other polity domains (such as the international arena, the state, the economy, political society and 
domestic society). In all cases, there are important flaws. If the state is authoritarian, for instance, 
or too strong, this leads to totalitarianism, curtailing the possibilities of civil society activity. On 
the other hand, if the state is too weak, civil society cannot function appropriately either. 
Similarly, underdeveloped links between civil society and the political party system (political 
society) can lead to the “Weimar curse”, whereas if civil society organizations function as mere 
“transmission belts” for party orders, this may lead to “Lenin’s curse.” 
 
The important task ahead for development studies in relation to civil society is to systematically 
identify, conceptualize and analyze actual institutional and organizational arrangements that 
emerge in non-Western sites that are subjected to a variety of civil society-building or 
democracy-building projects. 
 
The quality of civil society in the West is understood to depend on four features: secondariness, 
transparency, tolerance and legality. However, it is important to analyze non-Western 
equivalents of these features, in part by reinterpreting these features as the ability to organize 
themselves “above” kinship; the maintenance of transparency in the public arena; the ability to 

 2



 

mediate between families and the state, and the possibility of constituting a counterbalance to the 
state’s tendency to monopolize the public space. 
 
The role of such organizations is double: to provide an institutional platform for the expression 
of citizen demands, and to provide a mechanism for accountability of the state. 
 
There is also the problem of skepticism regarding the suitability of the concept of civil society 
outside the West; and so we find three types of situations: 

a) regions where Western models seem completely out of place and where there is a sense 
of alienation from the West; 

b) Creative hybrids, where the Western model is used, but adapted and elaborated upon to 
suit local needs; 

c) Regions where the acceptance or adoption of Western models or where the development 
of Western-based institutional solutions proceeds without major obstacles. 

 
There are 5 basic methods of studying civil society and its strengths: 

1. Quantitative measurement of civil society density is by far the most popular, wherein the 
strength of civil society is understood to be measurable through the density of 
organizations, by undertaking systematic counts per unit of territory or time; by pooling 
expert assessments of civil society density and effectiveness, or by analyzing 
representative surveys of participation; 

2. Network analysis of systematically collected data, analyzing the characteristics of civil 
society organizations and of the networks existing among them; 

3. Historical/narrative reconstructions of civil society’s emergence, composition and 
activity; 

4. Ethnographic reconstructions of specific civil society organizations and their activities, 
examining outcomes of the contact between Western and non-Western models; 

5. Event analysis, reconstruction of actual organizations. 
 
 
FRIDAY, 7 OCTOBER 
 
The Canadian Government Perspective: 

• Rohinton Medhora, VP Programs, International Development Research Centre (IDRC) 
• Stephen Wallace, VP Policy Branch, Canadian International Development Agency 

(CIDA) 
 
Rohinton Medhora, IDRC: At present, Canada’s Official Development Assessments are 
determined by two main rationales: first, the global concern with the Millennium Development 
Goals, which are ambitious and nebulous, and second the International Policy Statement (IPS) 
made by the Canadian government in early 2005.  
 
On substance, the driver of the IPS is the perception that the world today faces new clusters of 
threats, such as pandemics or environmental problems, which are not geographically bound. In 
addition, the security agenda is increasingly dominating thought about Canada’s international 
presence. Finally, there is a growing sense that global institutions are under threat; on the one 
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hand, the G8 is perceived as being too exclusive whereas the United Nations is seen as overly 
inclusive, and in addition some threats are not covered by any existing institution.  
 
Prime Minister Paul Martin’s solution to these problems is to focus on the so-called L-20. The L-
20 –or G20 Leaders’ Summit- would be a new Summit Group to solve some of the current 
intractable problems of concern at the global level –such as preventing pandemics, terrorism and 
WMDs, trade negotiations of the Doha Round and UN reform.  
 
As global governance is being revisited, the new global distribution of power also becomes an 
important part of the context for Canada’s international role. This new global distribution of 
power has seen the United States emerge as a hyperpower, with several counterbalancing forces: 
the European Union, India, China, Brazil, Russia and South Africa. Another driver of the IPS is 
the idea of the global marketplace. Nowadays, jobs and technology are very foot-loose, the entire 
world is the market, but it is also the supplier. The final and related driver of the ISP is the 
marginalization which is taking place both domestically and internationally. 
 
On process, the IPS focuses on sectors: Canada’s Official Development Assessments will be 
based on good governance in the sectors of health, basic education, private sector growth and 
gender equity. Geographically, it will focus on bilateral aid programs centered on 25 countries. 
This new agenda raises four important points. The focus is driven by the aid effectiveness 
literature, and leads to concentrating on generally well-run countries. This is a reaction to a sense 
that previous aid was being spread too thin. However, this geographic focus does not fit with the 
sense of interconnectedness of the perceived threats. This raises the problem of how to engage 
with countries who do not want to engage, or which Canada does not deem worthy of engaging. 
If the threats are indeed irrespective of borders, is it realistic to target aid to specific countries 
only? 
 
In addition, Africa has been targeted as the focus of international aid. However, it is still unclear 
if the promised money will actually materialize, and if it does, it is unclear whether it can be 
absorbed. Should this focus on Africa erase concern for other pockets of poverty, such as some 
regions of India? How can we design engagement with “not pure aid recipient” countries such as 
Brazil, Russia and China? 
 
To address these issues, Canada has committed 5% of its research and development resources to 
development issues, in order to bridge the gap between the poverty alleviation and innovation 
agendas. But it is important to remember that development remains a strictly long-term effort, 
and that the answer lies in capacity building. The gap between the “developed” and “developing” 
areas of the world is not economic, it is a knowledge or capability gap, and the most important 
question is how to bridge that gap? 
 
Stephen Wallace, CIDA: At the heart of the IPS is the perception that Canada has had along 
tradition of embracing an international role as “good-guy” or “bridge builder”. However, the new 
IPS is trying to move away from that role, based on the argument that Canada has lost some of 
its ability to be activist or leader-oriented, or that the Good Samaritan role had brought relevance 
into question. 
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The idea is to re-balance focus and responsiveness, with a new emphasis on focus, which 
represents something of a departure from Canada’s traditional role. This re-balancing creates a 
very complex dynamic, but also presents good opportunities to learn about this balance. The 
problem is that knowledge and research on this is not very strong. There is not enough 
knowledge being created about development, and what is being created is not centered where it 
is needed. The processes of development assistance are not well understood –the intellectual base 
for the idea of good governance is rather weak, as it is in terms of the links between aid, poverty 
and growth. In addition, the knowledge that is being produced is not sufficiently connected to 
policy. 
 
The policy commitment in the IPS will help to create the needed linkages for the relevant 
knowledge to emerge. For instance, it will be important to harmonize the way in which CIDA 
and IDRC work. Indeed, the unit of analysis for research in CIDA is the country, whereas IDRC 
is based on issues and themes. 
 
But the new focus poses some important questions. Is there too much emphasis on the issues of 
gender equality and education? Also, there are issues of thought-leadership, as mentioned, on the 
concepts of good governance, environment, agriculture and its linkages, health…  
 
These issues are important within CIDA because of its basic focus on poverty and the 
Millennium Development Goals. Major questions remain in terms of legal empowerment, rights-
based approaches to development, as well as human rights. The agenda in the environment field 
needs to be complemented by capacity building and a change of focus to countries most affected 
by climate change. Another important gap in development knowledge results from the rather 
poor tools for measuring development performance.  
 
Development Research from the “Third Sector” Perspective: 

• Nazreen Ali, WEBB Canada 
• Carol Devine, Doctors without Borders/Médecins sans frontières 
• Jesse Moore, CARE Canada 
• Chris Eaton, Aga Khan Foundation Canada 

  
Nazreen Ali, WEBB Canada: The transformation of civil society due to globalization means 
that civil society actors need to think more strategically and globally in their actions in order to 
be effective. Significant events tend to set off initiatives to create engagement, such as the 
creation of WEBB after the September 11 attacks, where a group of Muslim women in the West 
felt the need to reach out to help Southern Muslim women. WEBB is an organization dedicated 
to providing opportunities for exchange, support and the sharing of information between people 
from different cultural, ethnic and religious backgrounds. Its intent is to create a collective voice 
which recognizes the critical role of bridge builders in creating social change through 
empowerment, education and raising public awareness. WEBB’s focus is on education, as it 
believes that this is the most effective way to create long term social change. For this reason, it 
will work with individuals and businesses who share this vision in order to develop and 
implement educational projects in a variety of countries and settings. 
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A major theme of WEBB Canada’s activities is to educate the West about Islam, by bringing 
internationally renowned scholars to Canada to speak to different audiences through seminars, 
workshops, etc. One of the goals is to break down the stereotypes about Muslim women which 
exist in the West. Another is to break the control of conservative religious leaders over the 
Muslim community. Finally, WEBB Canada also works as a bridge between the security forces 
(RCMP, CSIS) and the Muslim community, to educate them about each other. 
 
WEBB’s experiences show that, in order to be effective, organizations need to be dynamic and 
organic; organic by inserting themselves into a variety of different networks, of international 
organizations like the UN, but also of NGOs and the business community. They need to be 
organic in structure, focusing not only on results and outcomes but also on articulating issues in  
ways that are relevant to the people they intend to help. The challenge is linking the theoretical 
and practical concerns of an organization to the practical concerns of people’s daily lives, in 
order to embed the project in the cultural specificity of the project’s target community. The goal 
should be to open a dialogue and to empower people in terms that are relevant to their own lives 
and worldviews. 
 
Carol Devine, MSF: Generally, the collaboration between academics and humanitarian 
organizations tends to be ad hoc. It is important to try to develop new ideas in order to find 
perhaps more formal ways to work together. Academics as well as other actors have to make 
humanitarian principles and international human rights law alive, to make it a daily negotiation 
and not just to focus on doing “post mortem” justice or studies. The latter are important but the 
goal of MSF, as a medical humanitarian organization with financial independence, is to make 
sure that aid is provided to vulnerable people solely on the basis of need. 
 
MSF was founded in 1971 on the principle that people should have access to medicine and care 
regardless of government policies and regardless of borders. Also, MSF wants to ensure it can 
speak out about injustices and political responsibility; therefore neutrality is included in MSF’s 
charter. MSF insists that over 50% of its funding must come from private sources, limiting 
government funding in order to be able to credibly and publicly criticize the failures of both 
governments and international organizations. MSF’s financial independence thus allows it to 
speak out when other NGOs cannot. MSF operates in 80 countries, and it is increasingly 
interested in developing a more international, less Western staff. In this area, it could benefit 
from academic input to develop the cultural side of its operations, finding better ways to do a 
more effective and independent job. 
 
The situation regarding infectious diseases serves as a good illustration of the main challenges 
MSF faces today as a medical organization. Progress has been made on the development of drugs 
that cure or make manageable a variety of diseases, but these diseases are still killing those who 
are considered “too poor to cure”. It is a real public policy failure that there are so many 
infectious diseases killing poor people. This state of affairs cannot be left purely to the private 
sector because the market is flawed. This is one area where academics can contribute to 
developing a new paradigm that brings in government responsibility for addressing these 
failures. 
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The health revolution of the past thirty years has been incredible and there have been major 
advances, but these developments still leave behind the poorest people, particularly in 
developing countries. For instance, treatable malaria kills more than one million people a year, 
75% of whom are African children. 
 
Furthermore, we know that infectious diseases negatively affect economic performance.  Brazil, 
for example, was one of the first countries to provide universal access to anti-retroviral 
treatment. This was done because studies have shown that as rates of infection go up, economic 
indices go down. The relevance of this point is apparent when one considers that there are 
countries in Africa where there are no teachers because of the AIDS epidemic. 
 
These examples show that there are real problems in providing access to effective treatment. 
There have been significant advances in drugs for the treatment of malaria and tuberculosis, but 
providing access to them has required a concerted campaign on the part of organizations such as 
MSF, and in these areas the input of academics and lawyers has been effective. 
 
This lack of access to drugs and treatment cannot be blamed solely on pharmaceutical companies 
nor on governments. It is necessary to try to find new ways of approaching the issue. For 
instance, MSF’s access to treatment campaign was looking for ways to lower the prices of 
treatments  and hence to improve access to existing drugs for neglected populations and diseases. 
MSF decided to see if there was some way to improve the effects of competition and campaigned 
for overcoming trade barriers. This was quite effective, reducing the price of treatment for anti-
retrovirals by a factor of ten in about five years. Clearly, cheaper drugs don’t equate with 
universal access, but at least they do mean improved access for larger populations. 
 
A second problem is related to a crisis of research and development. The need to respond to 
existing problems quickly means that, for instance in the fight against HIV/AIDS, all efforts are 
concentrated on making anti-retroviral treatments more accessible, but few are looking at a 
second line of treatment, which will soon be needed. This is another area where academics have 
an important role to play: looking for upcoming crises and attempting to forecast them, rather 
than merely responding to crises as they happen. Practitioners rarely have time to reflect, so 
operational research done by academics would certainly make their work easier. 
 
The fact that organizations like MSF operate in a variety of cultural and national contexts means 
that when there is a new crisis they need to catch up quickly on the target country’s perceptions 
of humanitarian organizations and their work, as well as on how best to operate as independent 
and neutral providers of medical care, particularly in contexts of war. The line between military 
operations and the political discourse justifying them on the one hand and on the other 
humanitarian organizations like MSF is becoming blurred, which is limiting their effectiveness 
or even their ability to operate in given contexts. 
 
A final problem is the fact that the trend in the production of pharmaceuticals is towards 
developing lifestyle drugs and neglecting the treatment of infectious diseases, most particularly 
of those that are considered “tropical diseases.” A study by MSF found that of over 1300 new 
chemical compounds developed between 1975 and 1982, only 1% was for tropical diseases. 
Furthermore, if a new drug is found to be beneficial to patients suffering from one such disease, 
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there is no guarantee that the company will continue to produce it if it is not deemed profitable 
enough. Therefore, research on other potential uses for such drugs, with a more profitable 
application, would be needed to ensure their continued production. 
 
Fundamentally, Médecins sans frontières is seeking a paradigm shift in medical research. 
 
Jesse Moore, CARE Canada: CARE Canada works in about 8 countries worldwide.  The 
organization has approximately 15000 staff and about 90% of them are locally hired, in keeping 
with the program of local capacity building. The theme of this discussion is “odd bedfellows”, 
regarding the increasing trend to work with non-conventional development partners in each of 
the four core areas of CARE’s program. 
 
One of the core strategic directions for the program is climate change, specifically as it relates to 
international trade of carbon credit.  This entails having to deal with international protocols and 
their implications on poor communities, and also having to deal increasingly with energy 
companies. The “Clean Development Mechanism” (CDM) allows for the purchasing of carbon 
credits on the basis of changes in poor countries’ energy use. The idea is to try to help 
communities move towards better fuel sources. In so doing, these countries (like Bangladesh and 
Cuba) can actually get funded by wealthy companies in Canada. This new opportunity allows for 
funds to be transferred to developing countries, but it is still very rare. 
 
The second strategic direction is to improve CARE’s emergency response capacity. In this, the 
odd bedfellow is the military, which highlights the difficulty of the humanitarian tasks at this 
time and the blurring of the lines between military and humanitarian activity. A new and 
pervasive theme, particularly in Canada, is the 3D response (??) to emergencies with the 
military. There is a need to “win over hearts and minds” by the military, but responding to 
people’s needs is quite a different thing from “hearts and minds” and the blurring of lines by the 
military distribution of aid violates the NGOs ability to deliver aid safely. What is needed is aid 
coordination between NGOs doing humanitarian work and the military. There may not be a 
major interest on the part of the military to get involved in humanitarian aid.  However, because 
the military is the major conduit of Canada’s capacity to work in places like Afghanistan, and 
because NGOs are not as able a body for deployment of the Canadian strategic interest, the 
military end up being responsible for activities which they are not trained for and which at the 
end of the day compromise the mission of humanitarian organizations. One of the ways in which 
these organizations may be able to respond to this situation is by bringing together the NGO 
community in Canada.  Together they might develop a coordinated emergency network and 
create a coordinated body and fund raising mechanism.  This coordination will lead to fewer ad 
campaigns for any given crisis, and Canadian organizations who have capability to do 
humanitarian aid work will pool resources and then decide among themselves who has the best 
capacity on the ground to deliver that aid. Such coordination strengthens the capacities of 
Canadian institutions and NGOs outside of the emergency, so that there will no longer be a two 
week delay for donations to come in before aid can be deployed to where it is most needed.  
 
The third strategic direction for CARE is HIV/AIDS, an unprecedented threat to the poor and to 
the world which has not yet received anything close to the response it merits. CARE is trying to 
improve its response by coordinating with other NGOs. In Canada there is the Canadian 
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Coalition for HIV/Aids and Youth in Africa, a joint venture between CARE Canada, Save the 
Children Canada, Foster Parents Plan and World Vision. In this context, the program was begun 
collectively in Africa around youth prevention work as a way of sharing knowledge between  
agencies which had very different ways of approaching the same work.  A great deal was learned 
from by each agency. The first step  in Canada is to reduce the red tape involved in delivering aid 
and doing it effectively. This is a direct response to CIDA’s policy statement around 
strengthening aid effectiveness. And the four NGOs get capital from CIDA and now report only 
once instead of four times, so everyone’s workload is diminished. How to respond rapidly and 
get the most resources into stricken areas is a key question. It is important for people to reflect on 
the partnership dynamics between these four agencies, and hopefully in the future the process 
will be expanded to include more organizations. 
 
The fourth strategic area is called internally “making markets work for the poor”, and it involves 
the creation of a new division within CARE Canada called “CARE Enterprise Partners”. Helping 
the poor get into business and help themselves get out of poverty is complicated because one is 
working with two different forms of capital, one being investment and the other one being grant 
capital. We have a history of a contextual paradigm division between the two types of capital. 
Investment capital is always seeking increased returns. Meanwhile NGOs are focused on issues 
of justice and equity, and fuelled by a type of capital that is non-renewable in terms of grants. 
The two types of capital are moving along different axis while seeking the same ultimate goal of 
sustainable growth but the problem is that the two really work against each other. The natural 
tendency of venture capital is to move away from equity, and the natural tendency of grant 
capital is to move away from commercial sustainability. The question is how do we capitalize 
work that gets closer and closer to sustainable growth? Part of CARE’s answer is to have CARE 
get actively involved as an investor and build businesses that could yield big benefits for the 
poor. The main constraint on small and micro entrepreneurs in the developing world is that they 
are not in the formal economy. This inhibits their growth because it inhibits the markets that they 
can sell to. It also has a perverse effect that is not properly understood yet, but it is called the 
poverty penalty: poor people pay more for the same thing, such as credit, water, and drugs, than 
non-poor people because of a lack of competition and the stifling nature of the informal 
economy. How to bring competition to deliver better drugs or better health services to the poor, 
or bringing water more cheaply is very important and it requires that CARE begin to work with 
business. Rather than simply asking business what they can do for us, often the idea is to ask 
business what we can do for them. For instance, CARE Canada started working in Kenya to fill a 
need for fresh produce in the UK, a need that is growing so rapidly that traditional providers 
cannot meet the demand.  CARE therefore organized small farmers in Kenya into a form of 
cooperative that can sell directly to the UK market very competitively and co-invested with the 
big export companies in Kenya in a joint-venture company called VEGCARE.  VEGCARE 
specializes in buying from small-holders and provides the technical expertise to help these small-
holders produce goods that are of the required quality. Their income is increasing 3 to 5 times 
with respect to previous years. 
 
The project is to help to build social enterprise in partnership with businesses. To devise business 
models for such social enterprise, CARE Canada has a partnership with York, Laurier and 
Western universities which helps the organization think through how to set up such enterprises.  
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CARE Canada has two major suggestions at to what universities and the research community can 
do. The first is to be really innovative and to go to the forefront at all times. The second is that 
universities really should push Canada to focus on its development agenda and challenge the 
status quo.  
 
Chris Eaton, Aga Khan Foundation Canada:  A lot of good ideas happen outside of the state 
sector and while it is very easy to get caught up in what the government is doing or not doing, 
and what it is thinking, a lot of otherwise neglected good ideas are floating around “out there”. It 
is good ideas that will have the most significant impact in terms of Canadian development 
assistance. Canada will not be a big player in terms of funding; money does matter but Canada 
will be a relatively small player internationally. But we do have the potential to bring 
interventions and ideas of quality to the table. It is incumbent upon us not only to generate those 
ideas but to think of the specific ways in which we can ensure that those ideas get embedded in 
other organizations and in the policies of governments. 
 
Aga Khan Foundation Canada and the Aga Khan Development network are organizations that 
are embedded in the practice of development, but have also had the luxury to take some time to 
think about what they are doing.  Other organizations that do great advocacy work don’t 
necessarily have this time for reflection. The network is currently preoccupied with research in 
this area. 
 
AKFC is a registered charity founded in 1980 and is a secular, non denominational organization. 
Its work has a very long-term focus on rural livelihoods writ large, from agricultural 
development, enterprise development, micro-finance, to education (from pre-primary to tertiary), 
primarily health care and a very strong focus on strengthening civil society. The organization has 
aactive relationships with CIDA, the Canadian Centre for Philanthropy, Ryerson University, 
University of Calgary and most recently McGill University. Its geographic focus is on Africa and 
Asia, the societies of Central Asia and Northern Pakistan, the Western coastal regions of India, 
and the coastal regions of eastern Africa. The Aga Khan Development network is a broad 
network which seeks to bring multiple capabilities to bear upon the challenges faced by the 
communities it works with, integrating the social, economic and cultural aspects of development 
within a common approach. 
 
The organization is essentially composed of: two foundations (the AKF and the AK Trust for 
Culture), responsible for the social and cultural development within the network; two universities 
(AKU in Pakistan and a university being established in Central Asia); a full set of institutions 
responsible for promoting private enterprise, including long term investment in key strategic 
areas of developing economies, and a couple of institutions more directly involved in the 
provision of education and health services. The latest institution is the AK Agency for 
Microfinance, with the mandate of scaling up the AKF’s 20 years of experience working in 
micro-finance.  
 
These organizations work in fairly remote and resource-poor contexts which pose particular 
challenges, such as the development of viable economic activities that will allow the region’s 
populations to prosper without the need to migrate elsewhere. Within the regions of the countries 
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in which they work, and in some of the countries themselves, these are the sorts of issues that 
inform the work done by the AKF.  
 
These are very fragile states, and are often post-conflict societies in which the capacity of the 
state to deliver services is lacking. They are also often areas where non-state actors in civil 
society are relatively weak at all levels (NGOs, professional associations, community 
organizations…). Also these are societies in which the enabling environment, the pool of skills, 
financial resources, and the social and economic infrastructure are often not very conducive to 
the development of civil society. These conditions are often underlain by deep ethnic or religious 
differences, and there are very poor and marginalized communities in highly politicized contexts. 
In situations of a lack of opportunity, people often come up with very simplistic answers to very 
complex problems, such as religious and political extremism. AKF’s approach is to develop 
promptly workable approaches to these complex and seemingly intractable problems faced by 
highly marginalized communities in highly politicized environments.  
 
When AKF goes into an area, it makes a long term commitment to understanding the 
environment and to using that environment to learn more about good development practice. This 
is in part because AKF recognizes that the challenges facing these areas cannot be overcome by 
any three-to-five year project. The organization draws from the expertise of the entire network 
and recognizes that there has to be a critical mass of investment over a sustained period of time 
to promote the social and economic development of these areas. As a network, it also recognizes 
that the communities and governments with which it works can’t do it alone; parallel investments 
are needed by other civil society organizations, and the private sector, in order to enhance and 
sustain increases in local livelihoods.  
 
One of the characteristics of AKF’s work is that each program it initiates has a strong learning 
component and seeks to inform a broader set of development issues.  It develops approaches 
based on concrete experiences which it is then possible to confidently share with others.  These 
approaches can then be adapted or can inform experiences in other parts of the world, by 
governments donors or other development agencies.  
 
In a region like Afghanistan, AK organizations are bringing 20 years of experience in the region 
to address some of the problems that the country faces. One of them is the predominance of 
narcotics production and trade, and the need to develop a comprehensive set of alternatives to 
this, recognizing that no one crop and no one intervention can dissuade people from growing 
poppies as poppy production is just too lucrative. AK’s approach is to help the government and 
communities to develop a broad set of services (health, education… ) to make people less willing 
to be drawn into the nexus of the poppy economy. This needs to be tied to eradication efforts and 
interventions. 
 
There are several other general areas in which AK organizations are investing a significant 
amount of time. One is “scaling up and scaling out” its development effort, which means 
increasing the scale but also using experiences in given cases to inform other projects. Other 
issues include how to reach out to the ultra poor and how to cultivate and develop indigenous 
philanthropy, since the existing activities tend to be directed almost entirely to charity rather than 
development projects. The last area is how to deal with diversity, and foster pluralism, which 

 11



 

involves not only managing diversity but allowing it to be a real social, cultural and economic 
asset.  Finally, there is a need for impact assessment, which is complicated by the scale of 
involvement. 
 
 
The View from the Editorial Desk: 

• Oliver Coomes, Editor, World Development 
• Barbara Stallings, Editor, Studies in Comparative International Development 
• Mike Powell, Advising Editor, Development in Practice  

 
This panel identified trends in academic publishing on development issues. In particular, it 
distinguishes between journals that aim to produce policy-oriented research, and those that seek 
to disseminate more “purely theoretical” work. 
 
Oliver Coomes: In the policy-oriented journals such as World Development, there has been a 
gradual change in the topics of papers submitted. 
 
Emerging topics includes poverty, diffusion of technology, nature of the process of development, 
foreign direct investment, China (growth of migration and inequality), India (role of institutions, 
basic human needs). 
 
Trends in published research include developing processes as opposed to developing areas; 
evidence-based research or praxis as opposed to “grand theory”; inter-institutional collaboration, 
interdisciplinarity. Also, we are witnessing increasing contributions from non-academic authors, 
in line with more practice/praxis emphasis on research. Methodologically, emphasis is 
increasingly on “natural experiments” to understand “what works, where it works and why it 
works or doesn’t work”. There are also retrospective assessments and longitudinal studies, which 
allow for a look back and an evaluation of a wealth of experience than needs to be assessed and 
disseminated, particularly in more recently emerged fields such as environmental development. 
 
Barbara Stallings:  In more theory-oriented journals such as Studies in Comparative 
International Development, there are also new trends in the type of topics and methodology of 
research articles. Methodologically, published research tends to be based on inter-regional and 
intra-regional comparative analysis rather than single-country studies, including both qualitative 
and increasingly quantitative analyses. Interdisciplinarity is more an aspiration than a reality. A 
new trend in methodology is the increasing use of household data for understanding the 
processes through which people get into and out of poverty. 
 
Emerging topics are often new twists on traditional topics, such as poverty and inequality as 
related to growth and including the notion of capabilities to expand the meaning of development, 
poverty and inequality to include political empowerment, gender equality. Other emerging topics 
include issues of employment, small and medium-sized enterprises and micro-enterprises as well 
as environment and sustainability. Democracy and human rights are also common topics as a 
result of the expansion of electoral democracy and of the increasing availability of public opinion 
data. Regarding democracy, the processes undermining or impeding its development and 
sustainability are increasingly studied. Also of interest are the development of indigenous 
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political organizations and parties in connection with both human rights and different forms of 
democracy. 
 
The international context and how it affects development, trade and capital flows, continues to be 
the focus of a number of studies. However,  there is also increasing attention to new themes 
within this cluster, such as the relationship between security concerns and development, 
including their implications for political flows and security barriers.  
 
Mike Powell: In addition to these two previous types of journals, there are those that focus on 
bridging the gap between the realities on the ground and academic study, such as Development in 
Practice. A number of lacunae in current publishing can be identified, both in terms of content 
and in terms of the processes of dissemination. 
 
There is a perceived lack of reflection upon the history of both the academic discipline and the 
practice of development. More research needs to be undertaken on the usefulness/effectiveness 
of earlier ideas on development and on the reasons why some have been abandoned and others 
embraced. Furthermore, there needs to be more research performed on the history of those who 
have been the object of development: For example, how have they experienced the different 
approaches to which they have been subjected?  What have they found useful or not useful? 
 
It was also pointed out that the issue of the agency of the people who are the objects of 
development has been relatively neglected. Local intellectual perspectives and knowledge need 
to be acknowledged and understood, and more investment is needed in creating capacity for 
autonomous intellectual production in the South. In addition, Northern/Western authors need to 
become more familiar with the production of Southern authors and recognize what intellectual 
production exists there already. 
 
The future of development studies will depend on the extent to which they are useful to 
development practitioners. It is thus an important intellectual challenge to first discover what 
people in the field want researched. A second but equally important step is to ensure that the 
results of research are clear. Refereed articles aimed at academic audiences, if they are to be 
more broadly useful, need to be processed into differing sorts of outputs in order to make the 
material accessible to other kinds of audiences. 
 
 
The Viewpoint of Government Sponsored “Advocates Who Research”: 

• Jean-Louis Roy, President, Rights and Democracy 
• Albert Motivans, UNESCO Institute for Statistics 
• Kenneth Frankel, Canadian Foundation for the Americas 

 
Jean-Louis Roy:  Changing international context requires Canada to rethink its role in 
international development for the next decade: what policies should Canada develop, what is 
Canada’s place given the new countries involved in international development (such as China, 
increasingly involved in Africa). The changing nature of Canadian society also needs to be taken 
into consideration for developing policy. In particular, is there a role for the many diasporas in 
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defining Canada’s international policy? (re: Ukrainian diaspora seeking the intervention of 
Canada in Ukrainian elections in November 2004). 
 
Another important question for Canadian international development policy is to determine 
whether Canada has the means, alone, to work in the 25 countries identified in the International 
Policy Statement, and in all the domains the statement identifies? What roles should Canada take 
in multinational organizations? A re-appraisal of Canada’s international development policy 
should also include an assessment of what Canada is/should be doing in those organizations that 
are of substantial significance to developing areas. Should its involvement be limited in scope 
but sustained in a few areas, such as civil society development, for example? What policy should 
be adopted in terms of socioeconomic rights?  For example, we should address the disappointed 
expectations in Latin America in terms of equity and participate in the setting up of a clear 
calendar for the end of subsidies in order to ensure free trade.  Canada must also work towards 
the notion of implementation of social and economic rights. 
 
Canadian universities can provide expertise for actual projects undertaken by third-sector 
institutions.  Canadian ambivalence about public aid for development means that measurable 
results are needed to show that aid is really helping. One of the possible contributions of 
universities is to help evaluate the results of development projects, and in particular in helping to 
develop appropriate measurements of success. 
 
Albert Motivans:  What is the role of indicators? What kind of indicators are needed? 
 
Indicators are needed to raise awareness of existing problems, but also to hold governments 
accountable. The increasing focus on indicators also reflects the rise in the managerial approach 
to development. However, the development of appropriate indicators also serves the purpose of 
developing benchmarks and making different experiences comparable.  
 
How indicators are used has changed recently, on the basis of time-bound goals such as the 
“Education for All” goals set at Jomtien in 1990 and Dakar in 2000, the Millennium 
Development Goals adopted in 2000, the Monterrey Consensus in 2002, and Paris 2005 with 
goals for donors. In this context, indicators can provide a global picture for 
advocacy/mobilization by capturing the attention of governments, donors and civil society, and 
also by holding governments accountable to their commitments. Indicators can also inform 
policy by benchmarking progress, providing a context for making different experiences 
comparable, and sparking debate. 
 
The implementation of such goals has created an increasing demand for data, with increased 
expectations on the part of users, which means that chronic and ongoing weaknesses in statistical 
infrastructure and capacity at the country level need to be addressed. 
 
In terms of the indicators themselves, there is a need to make them more relevant to the tasks at 
hand. For instance, data on primary completion rates can indicate the progress that has been 
made and what remains to be achieved, but it cannot explain the reasons for the successes or 
failures, and is therefore not very useful in terms of policy design. The issue is therefore twofold: 
data needs to be made available (statistics need to be collected uniformly), but it also needs to be 
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relevant to the problems at hand. Furthermore, indicators need to be able to strike the right 
balance between being simple enough to be used, and complex enough to reflect the reality of 
the issues.  
 
Another important issue is deciding for whom the data should be collected: donors or recipients? 
 
The increased use of indicators also raises the issue of the stakes attached to attaining particular 
benchmarks, since incentives must be offered for goals to be reached, but incentives often raise 
the risks of data falsification. Tensions also exist as to whether progress should be measured at 
the national or subnational level, since aggregate data may appear positive, while hiding 
important problems of the internal distribution of access or resources. Importantly, the existence 
of indicators should not move action away from long-term change towards short-term political 
goals. 
 
There remains also the old question of quantitative vs. qualitative measurements. It is clear that 
quantitative indicators do not really value context, and thus ideally the two approaches should be 
combined. 
 
Kenneth Frankel:  What is the view from the private sector? 
  
One trend that has become increasingly clear is the imperative of convergence between academia 
and the private sector.  Such a convergence is necessary both for the interests of the two parties 
and also to achieve the larger goal of development. Market forces are pushing the private sector 
to be more interested in the shape of development. However, the private sector and academics 
don’t usually communicate, and there is in fact a deep mistrust of each other’s motives, 
particularly in the area of development. The two sectors would not appear to be compatible, 
since business operates to make money in the short and medium term, and is willing to take risks 
with imperfect information. On the other hand, academics work in the long term, seeking 
consensus and the improvement of socio-economic conditions for the majority. As a result, 
academics have been marginalized from much of the day to day business of development, which 
has been taken over by the Washington Consensus. The question is, given that context, what 
now?  New thinking on development is clearly needed. 
 
It is clear that not all the work of academics does – or even should – overlap with the interests of 
the private sector. However, some of that work would be of interest to the private sector, and 
academia should take advantage of this, especially since governments are pulling out of 
development practice.  
 
Indeed, the private sector is in a situation where it must engage with development for its own 
economic needs. In fact, it already collaborates with NGOs on such matters. This is most visible 
in activities of foreign investment, particularly in mining and other extractive activities, in which 
the practice had been to exploit the resources without taking into account the local population. 
However, the emerging model is now to build sustainable community relations and to help local 
development as the investing companies see it (such as the experiences of British Petroleum). 
Input in this area would be useful. 
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There are external circumstances which have led to this new model, such as the new social 
and/or environmental conditions governing multilateral lending. However, companies also 
realize that in order to please their shareholders (make a profit), they need to please also a broad 
set of stakeholders, since worldwide adverse publicity can be very costly. So, even if they are not 
driven by altruism, companies are increasingly interested in contributing to the social and 
economic development of the communities in which they operate. 
 
Furthermore, the relocation of employees is becoming more expensive, and so many companies 
want to hire locally as much as possible. It is thus in their interests to promote education at all 
levels, not just basic education, in those countries in which they want to operate.  
 
In addition to the interest of companies in knowledge on development, we should keep in mind 
that there is also an increasing body of corporate experience in development projects that could 
be used by academia. 
 
Given these converging trends, academics need to engage with private sector actors and widen 
the circle of collaboration to include them. One means of making this possible is for academics 
to alter somewhat the timescale of their work in order to make it more immediately available for 
the private sector, thus providing an incentive for the private sector to use the knowledge 
academia produces, and to support it. 
 
 
SATURDAY, 8 OCTOBER 
 
Final Discussion 
 
“Breaking Down Walls” was conceived with the explicit goal of re-launching the Centre for 
Developing-Area Studies along three principal axes of research:  economic development, state 
and institutions, and issues of identity and civil society.  These three axes are considered as the 
foundations of democratic governance.  Prof. Philip Oxhorn opened the final session of the 
conference by proposing that all participants “take a step back” and consider that this event is 
intended to relaunch the Centre for Developing-Area Studies.  In this context, he proposed that 
the participants organize the discussion around two themes:  1) What should the research 
priorities be of the relaunched centre, and 2) How can one reanimate a centre after a lull of 
activity? 
 
Prof. Oxhorn briefly described the current international context, and how it differs from that of 
the time when CDAS was created in the 1960s.  Blair Rourke suggested that things have not 
changed that much globally in terms of poverty and inequality. 
 
Prof. Oxhorn agreed that “development” continues, but pointed out that in recent decades some 
things have changed.  In particular, he noted the proliferation of states, state failure, and more 
elected governments and greater democratization than previously.  Also, there is a new and 
ambiguous trend, with the expansion of the market and free trade creating a new context for 
development in terms of the management of market access and resource distribution (For 
example, Barbara Stallings has recently published an empirical study on the impact of economic 
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liberalization in Latin America).  He suggested that we should take advantage of the theme of 
governance. 
 
Other new factors to take into consideration in the rebuilding of the CDAS include the increased 
liberalization of markets, and the fact that economic liberalization has proven to be a “mixed 
bag”.  Prof. Mark Manger said that we were neglecting a key aspect of liberalization and 
globalization in our discussion.  He said that the dominant trend in development studies was to 
say that dependency theory has failed, whereas he did not at all think that this was the case.  
Dependency was still a major factor in North/South relations. 
 
Prof. Oxhorn agreed, and suggested that we only had to look at the softwood lumber dispute 
between Canada and the United States to observe this.  He then moved on to say that the CDAS 
would most probably become an institute rather than a centre.  Institutes can take on greater 
responsibilities than centres at McGill, for example by implementing teaching programs.  He 
suggested that the new names for CDAS might be MINDS – the McGill Institute for Nations, 
Development and States.  This was only one possibility among others, however.  The MINDS 
appellation would not necessarily reflect the international economic aspect and dependency 
mentioned by Manger 
 
Prof. Erik Kuhonta said that the new McGill institute should also focus on democratization.  He 
suggested that democratization and governance be highlighted as a “cluster” of its own.  
Democratization in itself should not be a narrow sub-theme, however, but should broach larger 
issues such as the relevance of authoritarianism to economic development, human rights etc. 
 
Catherine Slakmon followed by saying the new institute should focus also on “alternative 
spaces” for developing citizenship.  She asked that we consider how civil society has 
consolidated citizenship and access to justice.  Prof. Sarah Turner broached several topics which 
she felt we had neglected in our discussions so far.  For example, she mentioned livelihoods, 
population movements, and agricultural development among others.  She said that we must bring 
geography into our research considerations and move away from a strictly economic focus.  
Robert de Chancenotte said that we must open the Centre/Institute up to “outsiders”, for example 
consultants, and allow our research to be applied to the field.  Prof. Oxhorn agreed and said that 
the Centre had become isolated. 
 
Michael Powell (Development in Practice) said another factor to consider would be global power 
relations, regional integration and international networks, diasporas etc.  He noted that that 
international networks (formal or not) do not easily fit into the three highlighted clusters and said 
that any name for the new institute should not be a constraint, and should be left as broad as 
possible. 
 
Rohinton Medhora (IDRC) turned the debate around and asked that we consider what the 
strengths/research trends of McGill Faculty might be, and integrate this in any planning for the 
new institute. 
 
Prof. Oxhorn reflected and said that strengths of McGill Faculty include economic development, 
identity politics, institution/state policies, religion and gender, management and small 
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enterprises.  He said faculty research is weaker in Africa, and stronger in other developing 
regions.  16-17 faculty members are teaching courses on development issues.  Monica Treviño 
asked that we not forget about McGill research in health and education.  Prof. Oxhorn agreed, 
and said that other McGill centres and institutes are already focusing on social issues, poverty, 
law etc.  He also mentioned Professor Jody Heymann and the new Canada Research Chair in 
Global Health and Social Policy. 
 
Diane Cousineau interjected and said that it is important that we do not loose those links that 
CDAS already has, particularly those with institutions in the South.  CDAS has a “name” in 
many developing countries.  She also suggested that we consider those institutions in the South – 
what do they need?  How could the new institute’s research better reflect these needs?  Blair 
Rourke reiterated that we shouldn’t lose what we already have, and should try to retain some of 
the old CDAS’s strengths and indeed identity. 
 
Prof. Mark Manger suggested a new name for the institute – MIDAS. 
 
Blair Rourke returned to a previous theme of changing global contexts and said that we should 
also consider how Montréal, Québec and Canada have changed over the past decades, and in 
particular how “diasporas” affect international linkages. 
 
Robert de Chancenotte said that we should consider using the services of those with a 
background in marketing to choose a good, long-lasting name and identity. 
 
Catherine Slakmon said that using and producing documentaries to attract interest from the 
public is a good strategy. 
 
Sait Mboob said that students should never be ignored as a source of innovation.  He suggested 
that students be consulted and used as a resource by the new centre/institute. 
 
Iain Blair suggested that we track down former alumni of the Centre, both for consultation and as 
potential donors to the new institute.  He said that after some 40 years, previous Fellows and 
researchers of the Centre are at many different stages in their careers and are located in a wide 
number of countries and institutions.  Prof. Oxhorn said that the McGill Alumni Association and 
its Arts Development Officer should be able to help in this task.  He said that Iain could work on 
this dossier.  Prof. Mark Manger said that the new institute should have a policy of always 
keeping track of its alumni, starting today. 
 
Prof. Sarah Turner asked of Prof. Oxhorn, how does he see the new institute? 
 
Prof. Oxhorn responded said that he sees the new institute as having more prominence than the 
current Centre for Developing-Area Studies, and that it will have a teaching role, particularly of 
international development studies programs.  Other possible activities include a program of 
seminars, public lectures, and brown bag lunches. He said that the institute will give a home to 
programs and to jointly appointed faculty (between the institute and faculties).  He also said that 
he sees the institute giving a focus for newly hired, junior faculty.  Prof. Turner asked how the 
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institute might give this focus.  Prof. Oxhorn replied that he is open to suggestions, and asked 
that all contact him with these. 
 
Blair Rourke agreed that the (previous) Centre for Developing-Area Studies had lost a great deal 
of visibility on campus, but stressed that we should not lose all of its old contacts.  Robin 
McClay of CIDA said that McGill is the greatest strength of the centre/institute, and that we 
shouldn’t lose sight of that.  Prof. Oxhorn agreed that the McGill “brand” is a great selling point 
for the institute. 
 
Sait Mboob added finally that the new institute could brings students into touch with NGOs and 
help with internships in developing countries, etc.  Prof. Oxhorn said that this is certainly a goal 
for the institute, and that he would like to see it offer internships etc. through its “Ingenuity Lab”.  
He said that the institute would be able to offer a great deal to students, both in terms of physical 
infrastructure and research support.  Sait Mboob said that it would be ideal to allow institutions 
in developing countries to profit from the enthusiasm and competence of McGill students. 
 
Prof. Oxhorn thanked everyone for their attendance at this morning session and said that he felt 
that it had been a success. 
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