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ABSTRACT
DEVELOPMENT NARRATIVES:
ACTOR-NETWORK THEORY AND
PANAMANIAN AGRICULTURAL DEVELOPMENT POLICY
By

Gerad D. Middendorf

This dissertation proposes a critical analysis of three major theoretical approaches to
explaining development: material determinist, social realist and discursive. Adherents to
each of these approaches look either primarily to the material (e.g., nature, geography,
technology), the social (e.g., social structure, power) or the discursive (e.g., rhetorical
strategies, dominant discourse) as primary determinants of development outcomes. Yet,
development processes are simultaneously material, social and narrated, while not reducible
to any one of these dimensions. The crisis in the critical stance, argues Latour (1993), lies
in its theoretical difficulty in weaving these three into a single, coherent narrative. This
thesis is grounded in a case study of the shaping of development policies in Panama. I
examine the actors (human and material), the language, the policy documents, the
negotiations and actions that have shaped agricultural research policy in Panama from the
1950s to the present. The study draws on more than forty in-depth interviews with key actors
as well as extensive archival and current policy documentation. Actor network theory is
suggested as one way to move towards less partial narratives. In particular, it is argued that
agricultural development in Panama can be understood as an outcome of negotiations among
diverse actors as they attempt to extend their networks. They do so by strategically enrolling

things (e.g., documents and new crop varieties), people (e.g., producers and spokespersons



e derelopment 1

¥ T KTWOTK




for the development financiers) and rhetoric in order to advance their interests. Implications

of the actor network approach for development studies are discussed.
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Chapter 1  Introduction

This is a study of how we tell stories about development. One of the fundamental and
abiding aspirations of the social sciences has been to explain how societies change and
develop. While classical theorists such as Marx and Weber were interested in understanding
and explaining social change, the study of “development” as we currently understand it is
generally taken to have emerged in a post WWII context. Contemporary models of
explanation can be categorized into three major theoretical approaches: material determinist’,
social realist and discursive. By “approaches” I do not mean to suggest that these are clearly
defined schools with adherents following a strict set of tenets. Rather, I have imposed these
categories as a way to talk about the perspectives or lenses through which analysts view,
describe and attempt to explain the world.

The first approach looks primarily to the material order to explain social outcomes.
Here analysts look to the environment, geography or even the “natural” endowments of
people as primary determinants of development. It is often presumed that modifications in
the material world (e.g., new technologies, improved infrastructure) are what is needed to
spur social and economic progress. In other words, material improvements are understood
as determinants of development outcomes. Society is seen as somewhat derivative in these

explanations, and language is often bracketed out altogether. The second approach relies on

'T use the term “material” to include nature and physical objects (or the biophysical). Thus, any biomaterial
such as organisms, plant and animal life is included. The physical includes soil, water, geography and climate,
but also laboratories, microscopes, roads or automobiles. Taken together, we might refer to them as
environment and infrastructure. I use the term material as shorthand to include both.
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unalloyed social categories as the firm grounding from which the world is explained.
Development is seen as the outcome of conflict and struggles — involving negotiations,
coercion and power — between groups with predictable and stable interests. In this view,
discourse is recognized, but it is viewed as a tool for supporting or camouflaging interests.
The material (e.g., nature) is frequently portrayed as a passive background category, with
human action in the foreground. Nature appears, but mostly as a limited resource that
competing interest groups struggle over. In the third approach analysts interrogate spoken
words and texts in order to reveal rhetorical strategies, tactics of argumentation and
persuasion, inscribed authors and intended audiences. Reference to the discursive tells us
about why the material and social are the way they are. In this perspective the notion of a
neutral discourse (e.g., Western rationalism or science) capable of describing and explaining
development is problematized. Also, in this view, the material and the social are rather
plastic, flexible categories that are the subject of a broad range of interpretation and
representation.

Yet, development processes are never purely material, merely social, or only
discursive. As Latour (1993) argues, the world is simultaneously real, social and narrated,
while not reducible to any one of these dimensions. For example, while scientific claims
about nature are constructed in social interactions, they cannot be reduced to merely a social
product because the networks of their production are populated by material objects such as
microscopes and protein gels. Likewise, while a scientific article might be taken as a
narrated text, it cannot be reduced to merely discourse because its questions were shaped

within existing social structures and its very production depends on technologies to produce
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its symbols (e.g., graphics programs and Southern blots). Thus, like the spinning stones of
a hunter’s bola?, the material, the social, and the discursive are in constant tension with each
other, and therefore in constant interaction. At one moment, one of the stones is pulling the
others towards its own orbit, while it is simultaneously being pulled by the others into theirs.
Yet the three of them together have a common trajectory. Such is the case with the material,

the social and the discursive.

- )

R

Figure 1: Tension and Interaction Between the Material, Social and
Discursive

’South American Indian weapon, primarily used for hunting, consisting of stone balls, usually in a group of
three, attached to long, slender ropes. In hunting . . . the bola is whirled like a sling, then thrown parallel to the
ground to entwine the quarry's legs (from Encyclopedia Britannica 1994-1999).
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The crisis in the critical stance, argues Latour (1993), lies in its theoretical difficulty
in weaving these three into a single narrative, a practice he refers to as translation. The
predominant practice in social science relies on “purification” or maintaining clear
ontological distinctions between things, society and language. Likewise, the current
explanatory narratives in development studies do not problematize these distinctions. Is
development primarily explainable by referring to nature, society or discourse? Rather thén
trying to solve this (misguided) question, this study attempts to ask: When and how is
development defined as predominately a material problem, a social problem or an outcome
of discourse? How is the narrative constructed? How do some actors convince others that
their version is the “correct” one?

Moreover, explanatory models are never only about explanation, nor do academics
work in complete isolation of social policy arenas. At the same time that scholars have
elaborated models of explanation, i.e., knowledge claims about the way the world is, they
have also made explicit or implicit claims about the way the world should be. In other
words, positive claims and normative claims are almost always inextricable. Not
surprisingly, these knowledge claims are often appropriated by policy makers — based
perhaps on the extent to which the model resonates with the values they want to promote —
adapted to the purposes at hand, elaborated into (explanatory and prescriptive) models for
development and implemented in policy. Furthermore, development models do not diffuse
through society because of some inexorable logic; rather they are vigorously promoted
through techniques of conditional funding, favorable lending and numerous other incentive

schemes. Thus, there is a link, I shall argue, between explanatory models and development
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models promoted by the major actors in development.

This study attempts a critical analysis of these three approaches, grounded in an
empirical study of the shaping of development policies in Panama. In particular, I examine
the actors, the language, the policy documents, the negotiations and actions that have shaped
agricultural research policy in Panama from the 1950s to the present. The central questions
of this study are sociological ones, regarding attempts to explain development in a way that
accounts for materiality, sociality and discourse in a single narrative. This includes critical
commentary on the dualisms in social theory, especially the micro-macro and nature-society
divides. This Panamanian case study is an entree into those issues. As such, the empirical
case might have been a commodity study, or a study of biotechnology policy, or of
indigenous knowledge. The interpretation proposed herein is but one of any number of
possible interpretations. It is offered not as the account of agricultural development policy
in Panama, but as one account that has an interest in decreasing the partiality of the
conventional narratives. The primary interest here is in dealing with some of the central
issues in sociological theory through the vehicle of the empirical case.

This is also an important historical juncture at which to study the relationship
between the models promoted by the major actors in development (in this case, the Inter-
American Development Bank, the World Bank and USAID), and the models adopted at the
national level. In the past fifty years in Latin America, there has been a major shift from the
promotion of statist models to the promotion of a market model. In the market model the
size and role of the state is ostensibly diminished, and its task is seen as facilitating the

liberalization and expansion of trade. One could argue that a central part of the current
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globalization discourse is about this very idea: To what extent, and with what strategies, are
the major development actors and dominant nations able to “globalize” the model which they
see as the most appropriate for world development?

Thus far, I have said that the case study will deal with Panamanian development
policy. This should now be qualified by adding that the case study is mainly of development
policy in the agricultural sector, and specifically of agricultural research policy. The model
for agricultural research that a nation adopts — embodied in its policies and practices — is a
crucial component of the overall development model of the nation. How are public
agricultural research institutions responding to the changing context of lower tariff barriers,
the expansion of trade, increased competition, rapid technical changes and the expanding role
of the private sector in agricultural research and development? Certainly, the agribusiness
sector is in some cases striving to become researcher, extension agent and vendor for
commercial producers in Panama and elsewhere. These issues are important because as the
basis for knowledge generation in agriculture, the research model is an expression of what
kind of agriculture the nation aspires toward: What kinds of knowledge should be produced?
To what ends? Who should be the audience, beneficiaries and users of that knowledge?
How should the knowledge generated be communicate;i to the beneficiaries? What role
should the beneficiaries play in the generation of that knowledge? Finally, and perhaps most
importantly, the development model is an expression of the policy elite’s view of the place
of technoscience in development.

This study is perhaps distinguished in another way. Given sociology’s central interest

in structural inequalities, much of the discipline’s focus has been on marginalized groups.
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We might refer to these actors as “policy takers” in the sense that policies are written in
distant development agencies and these groups have little choice but to “take” — be impacted
by —them. Inresponse to that line of research, some scholars became interested in “studying
up,” that is, in studying elite groups in an effort to show how they produce and reproduce
their privileged status and position. The elite groups are seen as “policy makers.” In contrast
to both of these research trajectories, many of the actors interviewed in this study — e.g.,
researchers, research managers, planners, and leaders of the organization—are both takers and
makers. On the one hand they are takers in the sense that in the larger development policy
picture they are middle level bureaucrats in a small country. They have little choice but to
accept some of the policy directives that come to them in an Inter-American Development
Bank (IDB)-financed modernization program, for example. They are in a position of having
to respond to these directives.” On the other hand, they are elites in their national (and

regional) contexts. They are an educated group; they garner the social status that a title of

" brings. Sometimes they are a

“Doctor,” “Engineer,” “Professor,” or “Licenciado
cosmopolitan group, having taken their Master’s or Ph.D. degrees in the US, Brazil, France
or Mexico. Thus, in some ways they are policy makers in that they can take the IDB program
policies they have to work with and recast them to some extent, having influence locally. In

short, they are an elite group nationally, yet minor vis-a-vis overall development policy. The

sociological literature on such groups is rather small.

3This is over simplified here. They do not only respond, but (re)interpret and recast policy to advance their own
interests. This is discussed in later chapters.

‘A Licenciado technically means one licensed in their profession (e.g., Lic. Rodriguez), but it is a title

commonly used for those with the equivalent of a US bachelor’s degree. Those with technical degrees, such
as an agricultural agronomist, are referred to with the respected title of Engineer or Ingeniero.

7
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In sum, this study articulates a problem at two interrelated levels. The first is the
broader sociological problem of the competing approaches to explaining development:
material, social and discursive. What are the merits and limitations of each approach? And
what are the relationships between them? The second is grounded in an empirical study of
development processes in Panama, specifically the shaping of Panamanian agricultural
research policy from the 1950s to the present. Here the interest is in the relationship between
the models promoted by the major international development actors and the model at the
national level in Panama. How is the model for research policy reinterpreted and recast by
the various actors involved? What is the relationship between the policy rhetoric and the
practices of the actors? This is a particularly good empirical case for this kind of study
because it links actors from the development banks and aid agencies, to state leaders, to
ministers, to bureaucrats and administrators in the research community, to researchers, to
agribusiness concerns, to extension agents, to producer associations and farmers.

Rather than produce a study with two distinct levels of analysis — one an abstract
meta-analysis and the other an empirical study — this study attempts to address the theoretical
questions from the grounding of the empirical study. To do so, three narratives of the
shaping of agricultural development policy in Panama are presented: one through a material
determinist lens, one through a social realist lens and the third through a discursive lens.
While the theoretical issues emerge as the analysis progresses, I argue that each of these
approaches by itself can only render partial accounts of development, and that some synthesis
of the approaches is necessary. Actor network theory (ANT), which has emerged primarily

out of science and technology studies, has been advanced as one approach that can address
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the shortcomings of previous explanatory accounts. Its advocates claim that it avoids the
structure-agency, nature-society dualisms of the above approaches. ANT is proposed here
as one way to move toward narratives that are sensitive to the dualisms of social theory.
The fieldwork portion of this study was completed during two months in 1997 while
I was hosted at the Instituto de Investigacion Agropecuaria de Panama (IDIAP), Panama’s
primary public agricultural research institution. The data collected during this time include
forty in-depth, semi-structured interviews and extensive current and archival documentation
of policy and change processes in IDIAP. Specifically, the interviews (see appendices)
focused both on general questions regarding the role of agricultural research in Panamanian
development, as well as a project of institutional change initiated at IDIAP in 1994, which
remains in process. Some of these data have been analyzed in a discussion paper published
by the International Service for National Agricultural Research (ISNAR) (Middendorf and
Busch 1998). The interview data are further analyzed here in order to understand change
processes in IDIAP, including policy changes, actors’ perceptions of policy changes, and how
these compare with practices (or actors’ description of their practices). The policy
documents produced by actors within the World Bank, the IDB, the Panamanian Ministry
of Planning and Economic Policy (MIPPE), the Panamanian Ministry of Agricultural
Development (MIDA) and IDIAP itself, are f<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>