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[NOTE: this brief overview is extracted from several longer analyses of the 
conjunction off oreign assistance and research in the contemporary develop
ment business. Although my primary focus thus far has been on education, 
the general argument is of course not limited to that domain.] 

In the scientism of our era, research has become the currency of development planners and deci
sion makers, used to assign value to alternative and often competing projects. Wealthier projects and 
programs-those that can claim greater research support- are more likely to be approved and funded. 
What matters most here is who issues tµe currency. 

The apparent link between research and policy seems to be a healthy situation, not a problem. 
Researchers have long complained that decision makers pay too little attention to research. Finally they 
are listening to us, say the academics. In practice, however, that perception is deceptive. First, the com
mon view that competent policy makers base their decisions on a careful review of relevant research is 
simply inaccurate. Second, policy makers who are largely guided by research focused on the issue to be 
decided do not necessarily make better decisions. The research that is deemed relevant is generally instru
mental and relatively narrowly gauged since it takes the existing patterns of economic, political, and social 
organization as givens. Third, the conjunction of development assistance and research transforms both 
research and its role in the policy process, to the detriment of both. 

Nor is it necessarily problematic that research influences policy indirectly and that research is used 
to justify decisions. In the contemporary development business, however, the same agencies are increas
ingly responsible for decisions, funding, and research. That conjunction of funding and research has a 
number of undesirable consequences for both research and development. 

Whether research in fact informs and guides policy or rationalizes and justifies policies adopted 
for other reasons, claims about what research shows constitute the core of the discussion. Without the 
claim of research support, policy proposals lose credibility. Similarly, policy critiques that do not cite 
supporting research are easily ignored. Prospective participants in the policy debate must demonstrate an 
adequate supply of relevant research simply to enter. Discussions of education and development, and of 
appropriate ~ducation policies and programs for contemporary Africa, offer especially clear examples of 
this process. 

Often, the claim that available research supports a particular perspective, or understanding, or 
course of action precludes consideration of alternative explanations and approaches. The formulation, 
"research shows that . . . ," and its synonyms are ubiquitous. That they are so widespread reflects a very 
striking contemporary phenomenon: the emergence of a financial-intellectual complex, spawned by the 
development business. Increasingly, its assumptions, standard operating procedures, style, and language 
structure the education and development discourse, specify the legitimate participants in discussions of 
education policy, entrench flawed understandings by according them official status, seed and fertilize theo
retical and analytic fads, and treat education primarily as technique and administration. 

Post-colonial Africa has faced a continuing tension between the pressure to expand education on 
the one hand and the absolute shortage of funds on the other. Convinced of its necessity but unable to 
fund the expansion of education, African countries turned to external agencies for assistance. Over time, 
it has come to seem not only obvious but unexceptional that new initiatives and reform programs require 
external support, and therefore responsiveness to the agenda and preferences of the funding agencies. 
Currently, nearly all African countries rely heavily on foreign assistance for the education development 
(capital) budget; some also receive significant. foreign support for recurrent education expenditures. 

Sometimes that relationship is aggressively manipulative. The funding agency may make the pro
vision of support conditional on the adoption of specific policies, priorities, or programs. At other times 
that relationship is less directly influential. The funding agency may, for example, finance research intend
ed to support its preferred programmatic orientation. Or African educators may tailor their requests, 
more or less explicitly, to fit within the funding agency's agenda. Occasionally the paths of influence are 
far more circuitous. A desire to win support for a high priority goal in one project may promote a willing
ness to accommodate to a low priority goal in another. 
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Numerous education projects bear witness to this relationship. The more recent provision of 
support to specific sectors and to the economy as a whole-a common feature of structural adjustment 
lending-intensifies and compounds external influence. In this form, the external advice on which funding 
is dependent refers not to more narrowly defined projects but instead to the entire education enterprise or 
to the national economy as a whole. Effectively, having concluded that local decision makers have funda
mentally mis-managed their responsibilities, the external agencies offer general and rapidly disbursed sup
port in exchange for broad control. 

In both national and international discussions of education policy many competing voices and 
claims clamor for attention. Advocates of radical innovation challenge the reformers who in turn chastise 
those who insist on the preservation of Vihat they regard as enduring values, goals, and practices. All 
participants in these debates point to practical experiences they consider to have confirmed the desirability 
and utility of whatever program they are advancing. How, then, to choose among alternative policies? 
Where failures abound, success stories are scarce, and available resources are scarcer still, which policy 
directions are to be pursued? It is in this process of specifying education strategies, both large and small 
scale, that the funding becomes a principal determinant. In the contemporary context, research becomes 
the visa required to cross funding's frontier. The prevailing understanding, indeed faith, that education is 
a complex undertaking whose organization and management are best left to relevant experts limits popular 
participation in discussions of education policy and privileges those among the experts who are most suc
cessful in characterizing their recommendations as supported by relevant research. In the face of an un
met and in most places still expanding demand, the absolute shortage of funds advantages those who are 
most successful in attracting ex1ernal resources to support their recommendations. Together, research and 
funding constitute control, sometimes challenged and occasionally deflected but rarely rejected or over
turned. 

The demand for research combines with trends in contemporary social science to make the appro
priate research relatively expensive to undertake and complex to administer. That in turn leads to an 
increasingly prominent role for the agencies with the resources and professional staff most able to initiate 
and support an appropriate research program. In this way, external agencies and especially the World 
Bank are not only sources of funds for education projects and prominent clients for research . They, and 
particularly th.e World Bank, become as well the principal agencies commissioning, undertaking, and man
aging research on education and development in Africa. 

The insistence that action requires a high level of confidence-that is, reference to what is prof
fered as supporting research-in a proposed course of action is neither liberating nor rejuvenating. The 
cascades of certainty that constitute research on education and development neither wash away ignorance 
and confusion nor irrigate the seed beds of local imagination and initiative. Instead, as it becomes a set of 
largely externally defined rules specifying acceptable courses of action, research disorients and imprisons. 
Even worse, the prisoners themselves become the warden and jailers. 

The financial-intellectual complex not only consumes and commissions research, but it also speci
fies the types of research that it will regard as legitimate and capable of generating valid results. It is the 
behavioral science mainstream that is preferred, especially studies that seek to test hypothesized relation
ships through the analysis of quantitative data. That orientation has a broad reach. One result of this 
process is that research, or rather claims about what research shows, elevate to the pedestal of fact what 
on closer examination often turn out to be limited, tentative, and partial findings. Conditional conclusions 
become generalizations legitimately employed to influence major public policies, both directly and indirect
ly by providing or withholding funding. In the conjunction of funding and research, scholarship becomes a 
proprietary process. The investors have the determining voice in the selection of topics, researchers, and 
methods, limit access to source materials, and often control the dissemination of findings. Consequently, 
the process of knowledge creation is obscured, mystifying the power relations embedded in the research 
and thereby in the programs it supports. Perhaps not entirely aware of their own role, scholars become 
advocates not only for particular understandings of development and underdevelopment but also for a 
particular sort of global order. 

Equally corrosive of innovative, thorough, and reliable research is the absence within the financial
intellectual complex of external review and peer scrutiny. Little of the research that provides the founda-
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tion for broad analyses, general policies, and specific projects is reviewed critically and publicly by scholars 
and others with relevant expertise. That is especially problematic in the social sciences, since unlike the 
chemists and physicists intrigued by the claims about low temperature nuclear fusion, skeptical academics 
cannot attempt to replicate the original results of development initiatives in their own laboratories. 

Consequently, research that would not withstand broad exposure and critical examination en
trenches selected approaches and methods, filters explanations, and legitimizes particular courses of action. 
At the same time, research whose approach is at odds with the prevailing style is readily rejected. Obei
sance to research obfuscates the decision making process, obscuring its basic assumptions and cloaking its 
politics with the accoutrements of scholarly inquiry. Enmeshed in the techniques and administration of 
proprietary research, perceptive and well-meaning individuals lose sight of the larger issues at stake. 
Obliged to cast their comments in the l; nguage and form of this special sort of research, even critics are 
distracted. 

The financial-intellectual complex erects an imposing edifice. The integration of funding and 
research is seamless. Analyses, explanations, and remedies are all supported by an impressive foundation 
of research conducted by respected scholars and synthesized in systematic, carefully presented, and widely 
disseminated overviews of the state of knowledge in particular domains. The reported findings occupy 
center stage in academic as well as operational settings. 

Two conclusions seem warranted. First, the conjunction of development funding and research 
casts research in a particular role. Claimed research findings become the required language for proposing 
and evaluating development projects. Approved methods delimit the legitimate participants in the re
search process and the legitimate interventions in development discussions. The research deemed accept
able legitimizes particular courses of action and at the same time obscures the politics of excluding others. 
Second, although a vast amount of research is undertaken in this setting, the research that fulfills this role 
is limited in perspective and approach and little subject to critical review by people with relevant expertise. 
Combined, these two results displace the healthy skepticism of scholarly inquiry in favor of a frequently 
unqualified certainty. Both research and development are poorly served. 

From its record thus far, and from the disabilities it entrenches, it is surely not likely that the 
further evolution of the integration of funding and research- the consolidation of the financial-intellectual 
complex and .the institutionalization of its orientation and values-will improve things significantly in Afri
ca. In this era of political democratization, it is surely time to institutionalize the accountability of those 
who provide development advice to those who are expected to benefit from it. 

A concluding note I have not sought here to explore the implications of this conjunction 
between foreign aid and research for progressive scholars. Several seem obvious, though: ( 1) examine 
self-critically one's own role, however unintentional and apparently inconsequential, in this relationship ; 
(2) expose the distortions of research that serve to justify and legitimize the imposition of external control 
and the perpetuation of dependence and poverty; (3) identify and highlight the roles of particular universi
ties and research institutes, both African and foreign, in internalizing an understanding of research that 
entrenches this relationship; ( 4) pursue research topics and approaches likely to yield alternative perspec
tives and understandings; (5) use one's own legitimacy and status to enable progressive African scholars to 
develop their critiques, findings, and policy recommendations, and to get them disseminated and consid
ered; (6) ally with groups, both inside and outside academia, committed to confronting the financial-intel
lectual complex and its effects. 
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