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Abstract 

The efforts of aid donors to work together in Indonesia have been described as some of the 
most complex, challenging institutional arrangements that their agencies have ever attempted.  
Processes of harmonisation and alignment in the country, conceived as key issues in aid 
effectiveness (see High-Level Forums in Marrakesh 2003; Paris 2005; Accra 2008), have 
generated serious tumult, conflict and controversy.  Anthropological work has so far addressed 
questions of how institutions work once they are up and running.  Studies have examined how 
the solidarity of institutions is achieved (Douglas 1987; Latour 1999; Mosse 2005); described the 
techniques of bureaucratic forms (Riles 2000; Strathern 2004), the social lives of documents 
(Harper 1998; Brenneis 2006) and practices of self-reflection (Strathern 2000).  My study 
describes an attempt to develop new institutional practices, rather than describing those which 
already exist.  It extends Mosse’s effort to move beyond instrumentalist and critical views of 
development (2005) by asking a different question:  where institutions do not succeed, how do 
they struggle?  

The dissertation answers this question by following the attempts of a group of donors in 
Indonesia to develop a multi-donor office in Jakarta.  It describes the myriad bureaucratic 
difficulties they faced, and the problems of working with Government in a fluid, uncertain 
political economy.  Tracing the significance of doubt, guesswork, (mis)apprehension, uncertainty 
and the unknown, the dissertation argues that non-knowledge is at the centre of aid effectiveness 
struggles.  It shows how power is an issue of doubt, underpinned by the interdependence of 
political and a-political institutional work.  Over four Chapters, the dissertation develops a 
topographic model of power in doubt.  Each Chapter develops moving parts of the model, which 
animate the politics of aid effectiveness. 
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For my father’s 21st birthday he was given an enormous ream of red string, and was told that it 

would be useful all his life.  Throughout my childhood I remember my parents using pieces of 

red string to all kinds of solve practical problems.  They used red string to make washing lines, 

secure rabbit hutches, hang bird-feeders and tie sails to the roof of the car.  For my 21st birthday 

my parents gave me my own ream of string, in blue.   

 

“There’s nothing so useful as a good theory” 

Kurt Lewin (1951) Field Theory in Social Science:  Selected theoretical papers.  D. Cartwright (ed).  

New York:  Harper and Row  
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Glossary (Part 1) 
Concepts developed in the dissertation 

 

about a way of changing direction  
Bureaucracy-in-the-making resists being forged into research objects.  
Instead, I suggest we answer questions of what ethnography is ‘about’ by 
describing how it creates possibilities for analytic movement, and enables 
us to change direction (Chapter 2).  

(mis)apprehension   the anticipation, guessing or speculation of movement 
(Mis)apprehensions are important whether or not they are based on 
reason, conjecture or delusion.  They are different from that which is 
imagined, and that which is true, because they are future oriented.  
Problems borne of (mis)apprehensions cannot always be solved with 
interpretive work – (mis)apprehensions are powerful in themselves 
(Chapter 1).   

context that which demarcates the relevance of power 
(Chapter 3)      

Context that which enables analysis of conceptual life 
(Chapter 3) 

doubt the limit appearance of context/Context 
When social life is in progress, the movement of actors is in doubt.  
Actors (mis)apprehend where others may move, and have different 
possibilities for movement themselves (Chapter 1).  A limit appearance is 
when the visible parts of an institution cross over their invisible parts, or 
in my work, when invisible parts cross over visible ones (Chapter 3).  
Identifying the limit appearance of context/Context is a key task of my 
ethnography. 

interpretation the analytic basis of a (mis)apprehension  
Interpretations are not the same as perceptions.  They aim to weather any 
eventuality in an uncertain future, rather than represent a point of view.  
It is not possible to know for sure whether an interpretation will work, 
and they are effective as they maintain doubt (Chapter 1).   

gesture a visible phase of movement 
Gestures are phases of social action that can be analysed.  Different 
people might carve up a journey into different gestures, and use the detail 
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of ethnography to make different points with it.  Gestures are a means to 
a means, and they underpin my praxiographic approach to objectivity 
(Chapter 2). 

guesswork analysis made in doubt 
Guesswork is how people analyse social life when it is uncertain and 
unknown.  Along with speculation and anticipation, this is the basis of 
(mis)apprehension.  (Chapter 1) 

objective a direction for travel   
When power is in doubt, objective must be taken both as an issue of the 
purpose of ethnography, and of its fairness.  In framing objectivity as a 
direction for travel, I argue that the differences between anthropological 
work and aid enable me to be on the same side as my informants – and 
also to disagree with them.  (Chapter 2) 

power that which delimits the potential of actors to travel objectively  
(Chapter 4) 

process formal modes of bureaucracy, which must be adhered to if work is 
to be legitimate   
Process is about consultation – either of people, of rules and regulations, 
or of the precedents set by previous work; about the interpretive work 
which that consultation entails.  It has two elements: 

1. The Context of process is the conceptual framework through which 
bureaucracy can be interpreted as legitimate or illegitimate.   

2. The context of process is the people, rules, regulations or precedents that 
will render bureaucracy legitimate or illegitimate.  (Chapter 4)  

trumping when one source of authority is superseded by another 
(Chapter 3) 

uncertainty that which might have political consequences were it to be known 
Sometimes, there is no possibility of making an uncertainty known.  At 
other times, it is a possibility of making uncertainty known, but doing so 
would advantage and disadvantage particular actors.  In both cases, if the 
uncertainty were to be known there would be political consequences. 
(Chapter 3) 

 unknown when institutional parts are invisible 
At the heart of a tangle of uncertainty is the unknown (Chapter 3) 
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Introduction 
Anthropology, development and institutional struggle 

 

This dissertation began with a stroke of luck, and a message that was left on my answer-phone in 

the middle of the night.  It was a former colleague from the UK Department for International 

Development (DFID), asking if I could come to Indonesia to do a short piece of consultancy 

work.  “It’s a bit of a rush I’m afraid” he said, “ideally, we’d like you on a plane yesterday”1.  I 

was in the middle of my MPhil training, and had been planning to do doctoral research in the 

Philippines working with the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP).  However, my 

priority had always been to do ethnographic research within donor agencies, and I wondered if 

his request might provide a fleeting opportunity for me to negotiate this on favourable terms.  I 

suggested to my colleague that I should take an intermission from my MPhil studies, and come 

to Indonesia immediately to do the consultancy research.  In return, I would then be able to 

conduct ethnographic research as an independent PhD researcher, at what was then being 

described as “a new kind of DFID office” – the Decentralisation Support Facility (DSF) in 

Jakarta, Indonesia.  My colleague discussed it with others and our arrangement was agreed.  We 

negotiated a contract both for the consultancy and my subsequent doctoral work, which 

specified my intellectual property rights, academic independence and freedom to publish2.  My 

research proposal was appended to the contract, and I set off to Indonesia to make the most of 

this unusual opportunity. 

DSF was a remarkable place to do fieldwork.  As my informants repeatedly stressed, this was no 

ordinary donor office.  They claimed it was “not an organisation”, and asserted that the office 

was not to be a legal entity of any kind.  Instead, it was to be a radical experiment in aid, which 

would bring together multiple donor agencies under one roof and synthesise their work on 

decentralisation – the dramatic reform process which had swept the archipelago since the 

collapse of the New Order regime.  When it was initiated, there was said to be no office like DSF 

anywhere in the world.  This would be a test of donor agencies ability to co-ordinate, harmonise 

and align their work, in the hope that this would ultimately mean their programmes had greater 

impact in reducing poverty.  The office was based in Menteng, in central Jakarta, a large open-
                                                      

1 9th June 2005.  DFID, Social Development Advisor. 
2 14th June 2005.   
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plan house with lush garden and space for around fifty members of staff.  Over the course of my 

fieldwork the office was populated by a rolling cast of staff, consultants and visitors to the 

facility, both Indonesian and from a range of other countries in the world.  Whilst its luxurious 

fittings and air conditioning might have offered donors some physical relief from Jakarta’s acrid 

fumes and noisy traffic, the multi-agency working it promoted was to bring donors a long way 

from their usual comfort zones.  As we will see in the Chapters that follow, their work was to be 

a difficult and challenging undertaking. 

Such a fieldsite opens up important new ground for anthropological inquiry, both as a 

contribution to studies of development policy, and studies of institutional bureaucracy.  I will 

locate my work within these two fields in turn.   

As Mosse has usefully described, studies of development policy have typically fitted into two 

schools:  instrumentalist and critical (Mosse 2005).  The instrumental school has taken policy to 

be a rational, problem solving medium which directly shapes how development is done.  For 

these authors, the challenge is to bring institutional reality into line with policy prescription, by 

ever improving the design, management and evaluation of aid.  Policy would be effective if only 

the right means could be found to address its ever-narrowing ends – the quantified targets for 

poverty reduction which form points of consensus in the international aid system.  This 

perspective has been criticised for generating an “unscrutinised sense of being in control” 

amongst policy professionals (Eyben 2003: 2), where planners and managers are attributed a 

perfect hegemony over other development actors.  It is this hegemony that those in the critical 

school seek to expose.  A range of authors here have argued that development’s rational models 

serve to conceal the political effects of aid and maintain ideological control over those involved 

in it (eg. Ferguson 1990; Tsing 1993; Cowen and Shenton 1995; eg. Escobar 1995).  Aid 

programmes expand the bureaucratic power of the state, reproduce hierarchies of knowledge, 

naturalise poverty and objectify the poor – they represent colonialist, modernist and neoliberal 

agendas, and should be resisted wherever possible.  Mosse suggested that critical authors were 

simply “replacing the instrumental rationality of policy with the anonymous automaticity of the  

machine3” (2005: 5) – and called for anthropology to attend to the complex agency of actors 

involved in development work, rather than assuming that its effects lay beyond their intelligence.  

This project chimed with other authors working to humanise an alienated view of development, 

                                                      

3 The ‘machine’ Mosse is referring here is Ferguson’s “anti-politics machine” (1994).  Ferguson’s work arguably led 
the ‘critical’ perspective that Mosse refers to. 
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where institutional practice is reified (Green 2003).  His work sought to both “to move on from 

an image of duped perpetrators and victims” and “revise the false notion of all-powerful 

Western development institutions” (Mosse 2005: 6).  To this extent, my work follows him in this 

project.  

It differs, however, in that at the heart of my dissertation lies a different question.  In his study of 

the relationship between policy and practice, Mosse asked: “how do development projects 

succeed?”.  Drawing on Actor Network Theory, particularly Latour, his work explored the 

networks of validation that serve to legitimate policy and maintain the political support 

underpinning development projects.  But what if development work is not succeeding?  Recent 

decades have seen the sector come under increasing scrutiny, with researchers identifying 

hundreds of problems with the industry (eg. Adam and O'Connell 1999; Dollar and Easterly 

1999; eg. Gibson, Andersson et al. 2005).  Beyond the critical school that Mosse identified, the 

industry has started to call itself into question – with staff at every level within the aid system 

coming to doubt the impact of their work (Gibson, Andersson et al. 2005; Eyben 2006).  This 

movement has been associated with an effort to improve accountability.  Donors have sought 

out ever more elaborate ways to assess and compare their work (Scott 2004), in line with the 

trend towards auditing that has spread through so many other bureaucratic contexts (Strathern 

2000).  With the volumes of aid increasing dramatically, pressure has increased to see funds spent 

effectively – and this is not to be taken for granted.  Indeed, as the questions around aid 

intensify, the issues most relevant for the sector are perhaps less of how aid succeeds, than how 

it struggles. 

This is the question that my dissertation addresses – and which the case of DSF provides a 

golden opportunity to tackle.  The primary material I gathered during fieldwork covers the 

period from September 2004 to June 2007, when the facility was in the process of being 

established, and its programmes were not yet up and running.  It shows us what happens at the 

fault lines between organisations, as they attempt to work together.  The prevailing trend in 

anthropological studies of development has been to focus on what happens when development 

programmes are implemented, looking particularly at the communication difficulties, negotiation 

and conflict between those receiving aid and those doing the developing (Hobart 1993; Crewe 

and Harrison 1998; Lewis and Mosse 2006; Salemink 2006).  The case of DSF provides an 

important opportunity to examining development work in its planning phase, where the conflicts 

and tensions within initiatives may be evident.  Rather than homogenous, coherent and well 



13 

 

supported processes, the negotiation of planning and decision-making of donors reveals 

polyvalence, dynamism and conflict within development work.   

Such a study contributes to a small but growing literature, which attempts to illuminate the 

experience of development actors themselves in aid relationships, rather than focusing on the 

perspectives ‘beneficiary communities’ may have on development – as many classic 

anthropological studies have done (eg. Tsing 1993; Ferguson 1999).  Recent work in this field 

includes the ten year study of Atlani-Duault, who worked to develop an ‘insider perspective’ on 

the international agencies and NGOs involved in HIV/AIDs prevention in the former Soviet 

Union (Atlani-Duault 2007).  Atlani-Duault plots how the ‘institutional ideology’ of aid is 

developed, debated, critiqued, reshaped and adapted, as actors negotiate their assistance.  Her 

observation that “the institution does not maintain a precise institutional memory” (2007: 11) 

provides a valuable starting point for my work:  how might the knowledge practices of 

institutions exist beyond the official documents through which they describe themselves?  To 

address such a question it is important to attend to the informal relations that surround formal 

bureaucracy – an arena that ethnographic methods are well placed to illuminate. 

‘Insider’ ethnography of aid has been associated with a range of methodological and epistemic 

problems.  Gould, for example, has described the difficulty of ‘positionality’ when attempting to 

gain ethnographic access to the fraught politics of aid institutions (Gould 2004).  Whilst focusing 

on the ‘human scale’ of interaction may serve to individualise agency and demystify the powerful, 

it may also underplay the importance of structural forces on aid relationships (2004: 19).  

Exploring ‘governmentality’ may reveal the disciplinary practices that underpin narratives and 

subjectivities of aid; however, it remains a highly situated tool which can not necessarily translate 

between observations made at different ‘scales’ (2004: 18).  The overlap between the ideas and 

practices of anthropology and development has been a further source of difficulty.  Many 

anthropologists have found employment within development agencies, and such social scientific 

methods have been widely incorporated into a range of interventions (Gardener and Lewis 

1996).  Whereas conventional ethnography could construct the role of ‘translation’, based on the 

manifest otherness of ‘exotic’ societies, development anthropology has been disquieted by the 

extent to which its language and techniques are shared by those who are the subjects under study 

(Yarrow 2008).  As Cooper and Packard observe, “anthropology...has been sceptical of the idea 

of development and deeply caught up in it” (1997: 15), having many disagreements with the 

sector but expressing them through remarkably similar discourse and analysis.  Anthropologists 

have here stumbled over the “missing differential” (Henkel and Stirrat 2001) around which they 
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could distinguish their work, as the influence the discipline has had on development industry 

renders it a victim of its own success.    

But is the overlap between development and anthropology necessarily a problem?  In my 

fieldsite at least, it created useful opportunities.  A large number of my informants had post-

graduate degrees in the social sciences, and included doctors of economics, political science and 

anthropology.  Many of my informants were well-versed in anthropological literature on 

development, and some had been intimately involved in the effort to get controversial pieces of 

research circulated and published.  When a manuscript of Cultivating Development (Mosse 2005) 

was sent to the World Bank’s Senior Social Scientist in Indonesia, he forwarded it to the entire 

organisation with a covering note saying ‘nobody is to do any more work until you have read this 

book’.  As a result, there was already a strong artery of individuals in the office who were already 

well convinced of the value and interest of an anthropological approach.  These people became 

enthusiastic collaborators in my work, opening up myriad sources of material, facilitating 

contacts and engaging with the themes of my research as they developed.  In terms of opening 

up access to this distinctive fieldsite, the intersection of anthropological and development 

interests was critical.    

Indeed, I would suggest that positing the overlaps between anthropology and development as a 

problematic may risk neglecting the heterogeneity of both fields.  Whilst some have pointed to 

the remarkable similarity of development initiatives operating in diverse fields, positing such 

programmes as part of a ‘globalised’ industry (Green 2003), authors elsewhere point to the 

danger of misattributing the global to social forms that actually have a very specific, situated 

significance (Englund and Leach 2000).  Just because we recognise something from one context 

in another, does that mean we can assume to understand its importance?  In seeking to 

foreground the human agency involved in development work, we may locate the significance of 

aid less in its transnational forms, than in the complex of relationships that animates them in 

social life.  This musters a fresh challenge for the other field with which my work engages:  the 

anthropology of institutions.    

Whilst existing ethnographic studies of institutions have focused on bureaucracies that are 

already up and running (Douglas 1987; Herzfeld 1992; Wright 1994; Born 1995; Gellner and 

Hirsch 2001), the case of DSF offers insight into a bureaucracy-in-the-making.  For many 

scholars of existing bureaucracies, the depersonalised, mechanical disconnection of bureaucrats 

is taken as the object of study.  Herzfeld, for example, follows a long line of enquiry in social 
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science, stretching back through Weber, around how individuals become subsumed within 

institutional practices.  Focusing on bureaucratic practices in Greece, he argued that institutional 

life fosters “the rejection of common humanity” and “denial of selfhood” (1992: 1).  His work 

questions the Weberian view that the ‘iron cage’ of bureaucracy runs alongside Western 

rationality and away from the symbolism of non-Western world, by showing how its qualities 

have a strong role in symbolically sustaining the nation state.  My ethnographic case is 

contrastive not least because the material stresses creativity, passion and risk within institutional 

life4, and exposes relations of power which have little of the ‘iron cage’ about them.  This is not a 

study of bureaucratic wheels which are already turning – it explores the process whereby new 

institutional arrangements are made, often under great pressure and with great difficulty, a 

situation apt to illuminate the complex relations of agency at the centre of bureaucratic life.   

In this I share a concern with du Gay, who worked to recover an ethical dignity for the 

bureaucrat and foreground the dynamism within Weber’s institutional work (du Gay 2000).  He 

argued that bureaucratic life was “a positive extension of the repertoire of human possibilities 

rather than merely...a dehumanizing or disempowering subtraction.’” (du Gay 2000: x).  He 

presents an alternative reading of Weber, suggesting that his work frames the bureau as a kind of 

ethos – a way and means of conducting oneself within a given ‘life-order’.  This is the fragile, 

contingent, achievement of bureaucratic persons.  Writing nearly ten years after Herzfeld, he 

stresses the importance of this bureaucratic ethos in a representative bureaucracy, where public 

servants offer frank and fearless advice with impartiality:  “the public servant may be a political 

beast but she is not a party political beast” (du Gay 2000: 141).  With contemporary civil servants 

finding their offices charged with greater passion, conflict and potential for individual judgement, 

this represented a substantive shift in the role and function of bureaucrats. 

A worked example of Du Gay’s project might be seen in the work of Cornwall et al, whose bold 

pamphlet, The Beast of Bureaucracy sought to “show the fiery advocate within the apparently icy 

bureaucrat” (Cornwall, Jassey et al. 2007: 4).  Their work described a Nordic development agency 

called ‘Valhalla’, and evoked a series of episodes in the year-long process they had been through 

to close the gap between the organisation’s policies on ‘participation’, and what actually 

happened in practice.  The Valhalla bureaucrats broke with conventional forms of such work – 

                                                      

4 This is perhaps indicative of the different historical contexts in which our respective projects were rooted.  Terms 
such as ‘creativity’ are perhaps paradigmatic of the contemporary civil service in the UK, being part of the core 
competencies which leading officials must fill.  They are not, however, unproblematic notions – being potentially a 
synonym for the use of individual discretion, rather than official procedures, to solve problems.     
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producing a jarring, subversive document which gave space to ponder the uncertainties of their 

work rather than assert workplans and ‘Results’.  This would be provocative and daring in a 

context where “the spoken word ruled” (2007: 48), and where informal interactions were critical 

to the actual process of getting things done.  Cornwall et al. celebrate the creativity and passion 

of these workers who were willing to step out of line, and instigate subtle shifts their 

organisational practice even as they avoided making the effects of their work explicit.   

The case study of DSF, an initiative which was intended “not (to be) an institution” itself, but 

was an effort to bring different institutions together, is an interesting case to illuminate the 

position of the individual within bureaucratic life.  Douglas argued that the hold that institutions 

have on processes of classifying and recognising can undermine their ability to be converted by 

reasoned argument (Douglas 1987: 3).  From her structuralist perspective, “institutions bestow 

sameness” (1987: 63) – they construct a coherent scheme of analogies into which disparate items 

can be classified and loaded with political and moral significance.  Individuals engage in 

institution-building with every act of cognition, as they classify, recognise and remember the 

social world according to into the symbolic schema into which it is organised.  They are 

“constructing a machine for thinking and decision-making on their own behalf” (1987: 63), as 

they choose allies and opponents through these schemas.  But what happens when several 

institutions rub up against one another?  If institutions bestow sameness, does the boundary 

between institutions bestow difference?  One interesting facet of DSF is that its members were, 

in Douglas’ terms, each largely fluent in each others’ systems of classification.  Most individuals 

had worked for several of the different agencies involved, and they shared many of the tools, 

approaches and vocabulary common across the international development industry.  Might such 

a context provide possibilities for individuals to work beyond classification as a “machine for 

thinking”, and towards a more agency-driven approach to institutional life?  Or might this 

present as many problems for the analyst as it does for actors themselves? 

With her assertion that “institutions perform the same task as theory” (1987: 59), Douglas’s work 

anticipates Riles’ study, The Network Inside Out (2000), which rounded on the methodological 

difficulty of analysing knowledge practices that share a common aesthetic with anthropology.  

The challenge of current studies of globalisation, modernity and bureaucracy, she suggests, is 

that they deal with material that already contains the analysis that anthropological work 

traditionally brings to its subjects.  Here, “analysis doesn’t feel like analysis anymore” (Riles 2000: 

6); sociological manoeuvres merely restate the forms of reflexive modernity, rather than 

providing any insight into them.  Instead of finding a vantage point “outside” ethnographic 
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material from which to apprehend it, Riles argues that anthropologists need to “turn the 

Network inside out” – attending to the aesthetics of bureaucratic knowledge practices that 

anthropologists enact even as they describe them.     

This work carved out a novel means to address one of the key issues in the anthropology of 

institutions, the social life of their most ubiquitous product, documents.  This has been the 

subject of diverse ethnographic enquiry.  Harper, for example, traced the paper-trails within the 

IMF, identifying the “document career” as central in constituting the organisation (Harper 1998: 

3).  Others have focused on the language contained within documents – analysing the discourse 

that development professionals use and how this constructs the ‘reality’ in which aid is conceived 

(Apthorpe and Gasper 1996; Pain 1996; Grillo and Stirrat 1997; Green 2005; Cornwall 2007).  

Policy discourse has been criticised as a “flattened” lexicon, whose buzzwords work “through 

their vague and euphemistic qualities, their capacity to embrace a multitude of possible meanings, 

and their normative resonance” (Cornwall 2007: 472).  As language places the sanctity of 

development goals beyond reproach, numbers translate these into a technology of governance 

(Anders 2008).  Documents have been a tantalising and problematic focus for ethnographic 

enquiry, as both “paradigmatic artifacts of modern knowledge practices” (Riles 2006: 2) and “the 

most despised of all ethnographic subjects” (Latour 1988: 54).  Riles has led a move to place the 

aesthetic practices of documents at the forefront of anthropological study, exploring the 

methodological problems of an ethnographic object that is self-analysing and self-contextualising 

(Riles 2000; Riles 2006).  Coles has extended this work to consider how the technology of 

bureaucratic forms interacts with the interpretive practices of those using documents to produce 

democratic meaning (Coles 2007).   

I would suggest that attending to the form and discourse within documents is partly a product of 

the methodological challenges encountered by many anthropologists of institutions.  Many 

ethnographers “studying up” (Nader 1969) report difficulties in getting senior staff to spend time 

with them in interviews (Riles 2000; Yarrow 2005).  Documents can offer a more accessible entry 

point for enquiry, and ethnographers report piecing them together from the detritus of office life 

(Born 1995; Haye-Edie 2000) and finding ways around the issues of positionality and scale which 

can overwhelm researchers within institutions (Gould 2004).  A very special source of 

documentation at DSF was the ‘Quest’ archives – a collection of emails, drafts and key 

documents kept fastidiously by DFID staff.  It was a requirement of DFID staff to file all 

significant emails and documents regarding the facility to this archive, and hundreds of these 
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texts were released to me under the Freedom of Information Act5.  Much of my ethnographic 

work involved organising this material into its original conversations, and cross-referencing this 

with the perspectives I gathered in interviews and other data-gathering activities.  I was blessed 

with an extensive range of interview data from staff at all levels of seniority.  Whilst their 

attitudes varied between individuals and as the initiative moved through different phases, overall 

I was surprised at the enthusiasm and candour with which informants engaged with my field 

research.  The interview material and email correspondence impressed upon me the extent to 

which informal discussions and agreements underpinned the production of formal documents.  

This prompted an ethnographic interest not only in the form, but also in the content of 

documents within bureaucracy.     

Using such sensitive material in ethnographic writing bears significant risks, both for my 

informants and for myself as the author of this dissertation.  I have sought to mitigate these risks 

in two ways:  firstly, by systematically coding my data according to its sensitivity, and secondly 

through a “staggered feedback system” to gather responses to the work.  This is elaborated in 

Chapter 2.  All of my ethnographic material has been coded as “on the record”, “off the record” 

or “confidential”.  “On the record” material is used in ways which might identify key actors to 

others who have ‘inside knowledge’ of my fieldsite.  “Off the record” material is not used in 

ways which might identify key actors.  “Confidential” material does not feature at all in my 

ethnographic writing, although it does support the interpretation and use of “on the record” and 

“off the record” material.  This system also supports techniques for differentiating between the 

level of precision with which data was recorded.  Throughout the dissertation, double quotation-

marks are used to indicate direct quotations – which were voice recorded, or where the quote 

was written down immediately.  Single quotation-marks indicate paraphrasing, or quotes which 

have been reconstructed from notes made after the event.  Italics are used to mark terminology 

and phrases that are ubiquitous, for emphasis, and for the conceptual terms developed through 

ethnography.  As standard, my informants have been given pseudonyms – there are two 

exceptions to this based on requests from individuals to retain their own identity. 

The “staggered feedback system” will allow me to circulate my work with my informants in a 

controlled, systematic manner.  Each of my informants has been ranked according to how high 

                                                      

5 I formally applied for these files through DFID.  This move was welcomed by the DFID manager who was my 
principal informant and responsible for approving access for my ethnographic research.  He was keen for me to 
have access to these documents, but was nervous of sending them to me himself.  Gaining the texts through this 
formal process released any single individual from the responsibility of passing them on to me directly. 
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their personal stake is in my work, using notes kept on the amount of “on the record” and “off 

the record” material which has been used from them.  My dissertation, and drafts of any work to 

be published from it, will be circulated to informants in order of rank, so that those with the 

highest personal stake in the work have the opportunity to comment first.  I will respond to their 

feedback and endeavour to prevent unnecessary risks as the text enters the public domain.  The 

work has been shared at drafting stage with my principal informant, George, who has provided a 

range of useful comments as the work progressed.  The feedback that I gain from work is to be 

treated as further data in itself, and I respond to it as an independent scholar – incorporating it 

into the process of critical reflection that uses review from my supervisor, teachers and peers to 

move work forward.  Thus, whilst my study could be considered an example of “collaborative 

anthropology”, I would suggest that its techniques are continuous with conventional strategies 

for developing academic enquiry, where independent work is scrutinised through processes of 

feedback and review.  

My data is based on 14 months of participant observation undertaken in Indonesia, conducted in 

three sections between December 2005 and June 2007.  Whilst I split my fieldwork into sections 

for health reasons, coming-and-going in this way was found to be strangely helpful in my efforts 

to engage with this peripatetic world.  Many of my informants travelled frequently both 

internationally and around the archipelago, and key staff of the facility were actually based in 

Bangkok, Thailand – visiting DSF for a few days at a time, and keeping in touch by phone and 

email.  In addition to its permanent staff, there were dozens of consultants who came on brief 

‘missions’ to the facility, as well as visitors from the head offices of its respective donor groups – 

from cities including London, New York, Washington, Manila, Canberra and Eschborn.  I found 

that it was often easier to schedule meetings if I myself was leaving on a given day, and had a 

fixed window in which to speak with people.  Indeed, I often found that ‘catching up’ with 

people, having been away, was more informative than occupying the same office space with 

them as they worked.  I would suggest that in a fieldwork setting where informants are 

constantly leaving and returning, anthropologists might find it helpful to mirror that pattern, 

rather than replicate the conventional ethnographic model of a sustained, uninterrupted visit.  

Over 140 people were formally interviewed for my research, and over 80 participated informally.  

This group of people were largely expatriates, and two-thirds of them were men.  I found 

participants for my research through snowball sampling, tracing the networks of relationships 

inscribed in organisational structures and as recommended to me by other contacts.  Most 

informants worked for donor organisations, although I also interviewed a number of people 



20 

 

from the Government of Indonesia, a variety of civil society organisations, and Indonesian 

academics.  42% of research participants were originally from European countries; 24% were 

from North American countries; 14% were from Australia; 11% were from Indonesia, and 9% 

were from Asian countries excluding Indonesia.  Whilst 140 people were formally interviewed, a 

core group of 23 became key informants for my study.  They are listed in the Glossary (part 3)6. 

The working language amongst donors was overwhelmingly English, and there was great 

variation in the proficiency of expats in Bahasa Indonesia; and Indonesians in speaking English.  

I undertook one month of intensive language training before starting fieldwork, followed by 

ongoing language training throughout my time in the field.  

As it draws heavily on the experience of elite migrants – expatriates – my research might be read 

as lying somehow adjacent to Indonesianist literature.  The historical, political, social and 

economic context of the archipelago is, however, critical to donor relationships; and as I will 

show in Chapter 3, their relationships also have an important impact on the country.  Just as 

‘foreign’ Chinese have become prominent in Indonesian business in the last century (Niel 1970), 

expatriates have been a central part of Indonesian political life since independence (see Chapter 

3), and of course were foreshadowed by the role of the Dutch and other foreign powers during 

colonial period (Gouda and Zaalberg 2002; Stoler 2002; Onghokham 2003).  I do not engage 

with issues of how “Indonesian culture” relates to “international culture”, resisting the reification 

that such this formulation implies.  Following the tradition of Benedict Anderson, rather than 

Geertzian Indonesianists, I am concerned with the politics at the interface of social relations in 

Indonesia, rather than interpreting its ‘culture’.  In this, the interest that the dissertation may hold 

for Indonesianists will fade in and out of view.   

Whilst my research has ultimately focused on the evolution of DSF, I also investigated a number 

of other donor co-ordination initiatives in Indonesia, both to contrast their approaches and 

understand the institutional relationships between these different groups.  As I detail further in 

Chapter 3, an interesting feature of DSF was the blurred, overlapping boundaries between 

different co-ordination initiatives as they evolved – and many initiatives involved the same group 

of people.  I spent time with several other initiatives in addition to DSF:  the Support Office for 

Eastern Indonesia (SOFEI), the Decentralisation Working Group (DWG), and two post-

                                                      

6 I collected a number of interviews regarding the co-ordination of aid work following the Tsunami, which I 
subsequently decided not to incorporate into the dissertation.  I also conducted interviews on the general political 
economy of Indonesia, which are not referred to directly but have informed my fieldwork and analysis.     
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tsunami initiatives – the Multi-Donor Trust Fund (MDF) and Co-ordination Forum for Aceh-

Nias (CFAN)7.  It was striking how closely related those involved in these initiatives were, and 

my inquiries frequently sent me round to the same individuals, working simultaneously on 

different projects.  Whilst geographically, my informants may be spread over several thousand 

miles, they were in many ways a relatively close-knit group, with personal friendships, rivalries 

and connections built over many years.  

This feature of my fieldsite presented a great puzzlement for me.  On the one hand, informants 

were very knowledgeable about one another, and had enough familiarity with one another’s 

organisations and working practices to be able to hazard a guess as to why they were acting as 

they did.  The similarity between my anthropological background and some of their professional 

training meant that they could extend such guesswork to me.  At the same time, there were said 

to be major schisms between the ‘organisational culture’ of the different donor groups, and with 

people constantly coming-and-going, and the matrix of relations ever changing, the information 

on which they based these guesses was always fragmented.  It is this tension of knowing and not-

knowing that animates the first Chapter.     

                                                      

7 At one point I thought that I might use the range of donor harmonisation initiatives in Indonesia as the focus to 
my study, but piecing the data together I found that using DSF as a central focus was a valuable way to foreground 
their numerous interconnections. 



22 

 

 

Chapter 1 
From Paris to paradox:  Misapprehending interests 

 

This Chapter is about misapprehension.  I use this term not to indicate a mistake in 

understanding, but to speak of apprehension which bears with it a persistent sense of missing.  

This missing, I suggest, is the impetus for interpretive work, as a person trying to walk must lose 

their balance in order to move forward.   

The missing revolves around ‘interests’, which were taken by my informants as the primary 

explanatory model for their relationships.  Ethnography will show the role of interests in donor 

relationships, and demonstrate that the missing is not a hole to be filled by anthropologists, but 

an engine of power itself.   

From Paris to Paradox 

During the 1990s and into the new millennium there has been a growing concern, both from 

within development industry and outside it, over whether aid is working (eg. Adam and 

O'Connell 1999; Martens 2002; eg. Gibson, Andersson et al. 2005).  As anthropological writing 

has rounded on the neoliberal consensus which permeates development (Escobar 1995; Mosse 

and Lewis 2005), economists have found that increasing the volume of aid does not necessarily 

create a measurable reduction in poverty (Pack and Pack 1990; Boone 1994; Dollar and Easterly 

1999).  The critiques of aid have been myriad and manifold, from arguments that it is counter-

productive to give aid to governments who have no commitment to economic growth or 

poverty reduction, to evidence that people who live in countries which have received large 

volumes of aid over decades, have witnessed little change in their everyday lives (see Gunning 

2005).  There has been an effort to understand how aid works (or fails) differently in certain 

circumstances, and explore how understanding the ‘structural constraints’ to development work 

might facilitate a more realistic and less wasteful approach.  Awareness of the risks involved in 

development has led to an increasing emphasis on ‘aid effectiveness’ (Scott 2004). 

Whilst identifying the causes of development failure has provoked disagreement and debate, 

there is no arguing with the idea that aid ‘should’ be effective.  Like a call for ‘good practice’ 

(Strathern 2000) it is irresistible as both a a standard of measurement and target to which to work 
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(Strathern 2006).  Indeed, the need for aid effectiveness has become a rallying point for all of 

those who understand the same problem – regardless of whether they agree on a solution.  The 

Paris Declaration was an attempt to articulate a common commitment for aid effectiveness, and 

agree a number of broad steps to work towards it.  The declaration was signed on 2nd March 

2005 by over a hundred Ministers, Heads of Agencies and other senior officials from across 

myriad other development organisations.   

Following up on previous conferences in Rome (Feb 2003) and Marrakesh (Feb 2004)8, the 

declaration solidified the premise that for aid to become more ‘effective’, aid agencies needed to 

do a better job of working together9.  The consensus was that there were too many overlaps in 

what donors were doing, and that different agencies needed to ‘co-ordinate’ and ‘harmonise’ 

rather than competing with or ignoring each another.  The premise was that harmonised aid 

would be more effective because it would ‘reduce transaction costs’ for recipient countries – 

meaning that they would no longer have to negotiate with multiple donors, but would be able to 

work through an integrated aid system.  ‘Transaction costs’ indicate the time and money invested 

in the process of designing and implementing aid, although they are a relative than a numerical 

value (Killick, Gunatilaka et al. 1998).  Process is explored in detail in Chapter 4.         

This logic was intertwined with an emphasis on monitoring the impact of development 

assistance, and reflecting a strong post-colonial and anti-imperialist agenda, building a system of 

aid which was driven by recipient countries, rather than international donors. The declaration 

outlined five “key principles:  ownership, alignment, harmonisation, managing for results and 

mutual accountability” (OECD 2007) (see page 24).  These principles were to be measured 

against twelve indicators, with targets for 2010.  Having formally committed themselves to the 

declaration, both donor agencies and recipient governments agreed to have their actions 

monitored at ‘country-level’ and scrutinised internationally.  

                                                      

8 A follow up meeting in Accra, Ghana on 2nd-4th September 2008 has reviewed progress since the 2005 declaration.   
9 Hereafter I follow convention and refer to these conferences simply by their locations, as ‘Rome’, ‘Marrakesh’, 
‘Paris’ etc.   
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The Paris Declaration (March 2005) 

1.  Ownership:  Governments of developing countries will develop lead the aid effort through their 
national strategies.    

“Partners have operational development strategies — Number of countries with national development 
strategies (including PRSs) that have clear strategic priorities linked to a medium-term expenditure 
framework and reflected in annual budgets.” (OECD 2007) 

2.  Alignment:  Donors will cater their aid to the priorities of recipient countries, and deliver it in a way 
that complements their ways of working.  In return, recipient countries must take steps to ensure these 
ways of working are acceptable.      

“Reliable country systems — Number of partner countries that have procurement and public financial 
management systems that either (a) adhere to broadly accepted good practices or (b) have a reform 
programme in place to achieve these. 
Aid flows are aligned on national priorities — Percent of aid flows to the government sector that is 
reported on partners’ national budgets. 
Strengthen capacity by co-ordinated support — Percent of donor capacity-development support provided 
through coordinated programmes consistent with partners’ national development strategies. 
Use of country public financial management systems — Percent of donors and of aid flows that use 
public financial management systems in partner countries, which either (a) adhere to broadly accepted 
good practices or (b) have a reform programme in place to achieve these. 
Use of country procurement systems — Percent of donors and of aid flows that use partner country 
procurement systems which either (a) adhere to broadly accepted good practices or (b) have a reform 
programme in place to achieve these. 
Strengthen capacity by avoiding parallel implementation structures — Number of parallel project 
implementation units (PIUs) per country. 
Aid is more predictable — Percent of aid disbursements released according to agreed schedules in annual 
or multiyear frameworks. 
Aid is untied — Percent of bilateral aid that is untied.”  (OECD 2007) 

3.  Harmonisation:  Different donor agencies collaborate, synthesise and co-ordinate their aid. 

“Use of common arrangements or procedures — Percent of aid provided as programme-based 
approaches. 
Encourage shared analysis — Percent of (a) field missions and/or (b) country analytic work, including 
diagnostic reviews that are joint.” (OECD 2007) 

4.  Managing for results:  The impact of development aid is consistently assessed and measured. 
 
“Results-oriented frameworks — Number of countries with transparent and monitorable performance 
assessment frameworks to assess progress against (a) the national development strategies and (b) sector 
programmes.” (OECD 2007) 

5.  Mutual accountability:  Both donors and recipient governments will assess each other’s commitment 
to aid effectiveness.   
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“ Number of partner countries that undertake mutual assessments of progress in implementing agreed 
commitments on aid effectiveness including those in this Declaration.” (OECD 2007) 

Delegates at the recent meeting in Accra identified some of the most radical, ambitious and 

innovative responses to Paris as having been made by donors in Indonesia (2nd-4th Sept 2008).  

One of the foremost of these responses was the Decentralisation Support Facility (hereafter, 

DSF), which is the principal focus of my PhD research. 

My fieldwork covered the inception phase of the DSF facility, when plans for harmonised work 

were developing but no significant implementation work was being done.  The development of 

the facility was described as “one of the most complex institutional processes undertaken by 

DFID to date”10, and put major strain on all those involved.  The tensions between different 

people and organisations ran high, and though they ebbed and flowed, these continued 

throughout my time in the field.  “I’ve never seen anything like it in a professional environment” 

Saiba described, “people crying, getting so angry...completely breaking down”11.   

Some of those from the German bilateral donor, GTZ, called the office ‘haifischbecken’, or “the 

pool of sharks”12.  World Bank staff described it as a “pit of snakes”13.  My informants described 

a high probability of encountering difficulties and conflict in their work.  For Mary, repeated 

criticism had led her to distance herself from other people and their opinions: “you get very thick 

skinned at DSF, because everyone is always throwing shit at you”14.  As this Chapter will explore, 

the effort to develop a ‘harmonised’ multi-donor office at DSF generated a sharper sense of the 

differences between each of the agencies involved, and between the different people within 

them.      

The paradox then, is this:  Why did an initiative which aimed to bring together different agencies, 

to foster fusions in their working and break down institutional barriers, actually generate tension 

between agencies and increase their sense of the differences between them?  The Paris 

declaration was founded on a hope that harmonisation would make the aid system simpler by 

taking aid agencies out of competition with each other.  Why, at DSF in Indonesia at least, did it 

become so complex?      

                                                      

10 July 2007. George. 
11 5th February 2007.  
12 This German term is also used in business to describe a number of people fighting over one thing.   
13 28th February 2008.  Scott. 
14 17th March 2006. 
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This is not, of course, a paradox which is unique to aid effectiveness.  Efforts to bring groups of 

people or institutions together often sharpen the boundaries between them.  Interdisciplinary 

projects, for example, can lead to a more profound understanding of the differences between 

disciplines, rather than a sense that they can or should be melded together (Klein 1996; Latucca 

2001; Wickson, Carew et al. 2006).  To take an example from Indonesian history, Suharto’s 

transmigration policies, created to encourage the movement of people between different islands, 

famously prompted a reification of the ‘cultural differences’ between them (Elson 2001: 172).  

Following Wagner, we might also observe the opposite case – that stressing the differences 

between cultural forms can also lead to a sense of unity in social life, as the manipulation of 

culture invents culture itself (Wagner 1975). 

For my informants, the principal explanation of the paradox was that it was all about ‘interests’.  

Each organisation and individual was said to have their own incentives and disincentives, which 

structured the ways that their actions were motivated15.  If it was possible to reveal the various 

interests at DSF, it would be possible to explain the paradox of its difficulty.  But what if it is 

important to be discrete about interests, in order to cope with difficulty itself?  What if revealing 

the interests of others is a play for power over them?  What if interests are important not only in 

and of themselves, but also in the ways they are presumed and speculated upon?   

A short description of the beginnings of DSF will introduce my attempt to work at these 

questions ethnographically.   

The beginnings of DSF 

In September 2004, some six months before the Paris declaration was signed, Janu, the 

Permanent Secretary of the UK Department for International Development (DFID) came to 

visit Indonesia.  Weeks before his visit, discussions had been developing between senior staff at 

the Indonesia country offices of the World Bank and DFID as to how to better integrate their 

programmes.  It was an open secret at the time that DFID were planning their withdrawal from 

Indonesia, and were set to close down operations in the country by approximately 2012.  In 

recent years however, DFID had been working with both the World Bank and Asian 

Development Bank (ADB) on its Poverty Reduction Strategy programme, and was joint funding 

the World Bank’s Initiative for Local Government Reform (IRGR).  Whilst these programmes 

                                                      

15 Reading a draft of this Chapter, one informant commented ‘surely this is true of all individuals and institutions at 
all times?’.  The analytic strategy of explaining motivation by identifying interests was not seen as particular to any 
cultural context.   
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involved similar issues and were funded by the same donor, they were seen to be overlapping 

and poorly related to each other.  Megan, the head of DFID Indonesia at the time, and her 

deputy Martin, began discussions with senior figures at the World Bank to integrate these 

programmes through the ‘Local Services Platform’ (LSP).  The World Bank developed a 

proposal to “help clarify thinking about what constitutes the “LSP” in time for (Janu’s) visit”16.  

DFID documents note that the commitment of the World Bank to the LSP initiative predated 

Janu’s visit itself:  “(the World) Bank is clearly already committed to LSP – note that some 20% 

of preparation and supervision budgets are already being withheld for use in respect of the LSP 

vision”17.  

A few days later Janu began his visit to Indonesia.  On 9th September 2004 however, just a few 

days into his time in Jakarta, the Australian Embassy was bombed killing at least nine people and 

sparking a major security alert across the capital.  Most of Janu’s meetings were cancelled, and all 

DFID staff were evacuated from their offices and moved to the Aston Hotel.  There, Janu, 

Megan and Martin from DFID were joined by David, head of the World Bank’s Country office 

and Ray, one of the World Bank’s Senior Governance Advisors.  With no choice but to wait out 

the security alert together, a rare opportunity emerged for these senior staff to sit together and 

have an all day discussion.  During the course of this conversation the existing thinking on LSP 

morphed into a plan to set up a multi-donor office, which would bring a number of different 

donor agencies under one roof to work together.  Janu left Megan and Martin with a deadline:  

to set up such an initiative by January 2005, in time for the agreement in Paris in early March18.   

This was launched on 4th February 2005, as the very first multi-donor office in the world.  

Renamed “The Decentralisation Support Facility” (DSF), at the request of the United Nations 

Development Programme (UNDP), the office was made up of DFID, the World Bank, ADB, 

UNDP and the Government of the Netherlands.  At the Paris conference a fortnight later, it was 

hailed as DFID’s flagship innovation on aid effectiveness, and offered as evidence of DFID’s 

status as a leading donor agency on this agenda19.   

Picking at this story a little, we can speculate on a number of interests.  Janu gave his order to set 

up the multi-donor office in the interests of capitalising on the opportunities which were 

                                                      

16 2nd September 2004. Email. 
17 2nd September 2004. Email. 
18 20th March 2006. 
19 Further details on the beginnings of DSF are given in Chapter 3, and also in this Chapter.   
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emerging from the close World Bank-DFID relationship at ‘country-level’, based on what Megan 

and Martin had told him.  Megan and Martin had worked to document the opportunities of the 

DFID-World Bank relationship in Indonesia in the interests of capitalising on Janu’s visit.  These 

staff at ‘country-level’ were interested in the authority which Janu could bestow on their plans, as 

the Permanent Secretary of DFID.  Janu, as Permanent Secretary of DFID, was interested in 

supporting innovative work on aid effectiveness, and in ensuring that this work was shared (and 

credited to DFID) at Paris.  The World Bank was interested in minimising the adverse effects of 

DFID’s withdrawal on the various programmes on which the two agencies had cooperated, and 

DFID was interested in creating a legacy for its work in Indonesia after operations in the country 

had ceased.  

These are, however, no more than speculations.  From the evidence of my fieldwork interviews 

and archival research, it appears that the momentum for initiating DSF was gathered when the 

preparations of senior DFID-World Bank staff met the opportunity provided in the wake of a 

terrorist attack.  It is impossible to know whether the opportunity at the Aston Hotel was a 

critical factor, or whether Megan, Martin, David and Ray would have got their meeting with Janu 

at some other point.  It is preposterous to imagine that those who bombed the Australian 

embassy did so with an interest in facilitating meetings on aid effectiveness.  It is less 

preposterous to imagine that UNDP requested that the facility was named ‘DSF’, rather than 

‘LSP’ because they took the term ‘platform’ to be borne of recent fashion in the World Bank20, 

and had an interest in ensuring the facility was not ‘bank dominated’ (see p.37, this Chapter).  

But is there a substantive analytic difference in the inferences from which these two ideas are 

supposed?  How can we tell which interpretations of interests are reasonable, which are 

conjecture, and which are delusion?   

For Gibson et al, the answer to this question lay in mapping interests onto an ‘Institutional 

Analysis and Development’ (IAD) framework where they could be analysed as a collective action 

problem (2005).  In their study of the Swedish bilateral agency, SIDA, Gibson et al separated the 

analysis of interests onto three levels: ‘operational’, where individuals interact in repetitive 

settings that directly affect physical outcomes; ‘policy-making’, where process whereby rules 

governing operational situations are made; and ‘constitutional’, where policies themselves are 

made.  At each of these levels they analysed the kinds of resources which actors brought to a 

                                                      

20 In 2004 the World Bank had developed ‘platforms’ as ‘multi-sector working groups that concentrate bank action 
on cross-cutting...issues’ (World Bank 2004).   
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situation, the “international valuation that they assigned to actions and outcomes” (Gibson, 

Andersson et al. 2005: 27), the way that actors acquire and use knowledge and information, and 

the processes by which they decide on a particular course of action.  By modelling interests on 

this framework, they could identify a variety of dilemmas for individuals in SIDA, assessing the 

costs and benefits of the different options which were available to them in different areas of 

institutional life.  Gibson et al used this framework to explain the ineffectiveness of aid by 

suggesting that its institutions are plagued by ‘perverse incentives’.  The complex of interests for 

individuals working in SIDA, worked to undermine their goal of sustainable development.   

De Renzio used the Gibson study in his work on incentives for harmonisation (de Renzio 2005).  

This mapped the interests of six donor agencies to assess why progress since the Rome 

Conference on aid effectiveness (2003) had been slow, and to analyse how far the interests of 

these agencies supported their efforts to implement the Paris Declaration.  Focusing on the 

headquarters of donor agencies, de Renzio analysed incentives for harmonisation at three levels:  

“political level”, in terms of the public commitment made by heads of agency; “institutional 

level” including the organizational structure, guidelines and regulations, operations procedures 

and systems for monitoring and evaluation; and “individual level” at which systems of 

recruitment, training, career progression and peer recognition were assessed.  He found that at all 

three levels there were conflicting interests which would need to be resolved to incentivise donor 

harmonisation.       

Using such a framework it would be possible to see why supposing UNDP’s interests in 

changing the name of DSF is more reasonable than supposing the interests of the terrorists who 

bombed the Australian Embassy.  Triangulating the political, institutional and individual interests 

for these groups, it is possible to map their actions into a complex of interests which motivate 

their action.  The UNDP speculation makes sense in terms of the pressures this institution faced 

and its overall objectives (see Chapter 2, and p. 33, this Chapter); the terrorist speculation is not 

corroborated with any other sources.   

These approaches borrow significantly from Game Theory, which uses economic models to 

identify winning strategies for different parties whose interests are in conflict (von Newman and 

Morgenstern 1944).  Game Theory was popular with my informants, and there were several 

manuals on it dotted around the office.  A basic tenant of Game Theory is to identify ‘utility’ for 

different actors, an index of well-being.  By knowing the issues that will increase the well-being 

of others, it is possible to understand their rational strategies for action and make better 
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decisions about how you, in turn, should act in relationship with them.  As the classic prisoner’s 

dilemma game illustrates, knowing how someone else will act enables you to make choices which 

maximise your own well-being.   

Indeed, the task of understanding the actions of others at DSF was underpinned by a guessing 

game.  From the career prospects of their colleagues, to the pressures imposed by each distinct 

donor agency, informants speculated on the interests of one another with the idea that 

understanding the motivations of others would enable them to make better decisions themselves.  

Just as knowing the interests of others was helpful in enabling you to plan your strategy, there 

could be an advantage in being discrete about your own interests because this prevented others 

from predicting your actions.    

A wide range of tools have been developed by political scientists, economists and 

mathematicians to map and analyse the operation of interests.  My anthropological approach 

offers a different set of questions, which concentrate not on identifying which interests should 

be identified for different actors and how they might be calibrated, but understanding how 

interests are subject to guesswork.  This is a different task than the anthropological analysis 

undertaken by Hayden, which explored how ‘knowledge’ is expected to bear, represent and 

animate ‘interests’ in bioprospecting (Hayden 2005).  Unlike Hayden’s work, (mis)apprehending 

interests is not concerned with how interests are represented – indeed, we will see how it is 

important not to represent interests directly.  Game Theory has already explored the significance 

of ‘imperfect information’ for rational action, tracing how the unknown affects the logic through 

which people make decisions.  My notion of guesswork is not about how people act given 

‘imperfect information’; it is about how people act on its imperfection, and deal with an 

apprehension of interests which bears a persistent sense of missing.  In this mode, the issue of 

whether suppositions of interest are reasonable, conjecture or delusion is not taken as a research 

question.  Instead, in the ethnography of this Chapter, I hope to illustrate how regardless of the 

epistemic status of misapprehended interests, they play an important part in relations of power 

amongst donors.      

Etok-etok:  Guesswork in Java 

Before coming to the ethnography I would like to flag the particular significance of guesswork 

for social life in Java.  One of the most significant themes for anthropologists and Indonesianists 

working on Javanese political culture has been the notion of ‘etok-etok’ (dissimulation).  Geertz 

describes etok-etok as a form of indirection, in which Javanese people conceal their motivations 
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for action (1960: 246).  Describing how etok-etok is largely approved of and considered a social 

grace, he explains how polite Javanese will avoid gratuitous truths: “For the Javanese, you don’t 

need a reason to tell a white lie – you need a reason to tell the truth” (ibid.).  Geertz illustrates 

how this leads to a reversal of what we might call ‘integrity’ in the West, as politicians are 

admired if it is not possible to tell how they feel from what they say, and if they do not say what 

they really think.   

This is all part of the over-arching value which is placed on controlling the self and presenting 

properly in public.  Javanese are said to have an outward appearance ‘lair’ , and an inner-being 

‘batin’ (Mulder 1989: 6), both of which make up the united essence of their existence. Through 

‘kebatinan’, Javanese cultivate their inner-being and deep self, and this project is at the heart of 

their spirituality (ibid.).  Self-mastery and patience acquired through kebatinin is reflected in good 

manners and self restraint, so that Javanese avoid displays of emotion, and are polite and 

respectful.  The notion of ‘semu’, hiding behind appearances, has no negative connotations in 

Javanese language (it does, however in bahasa Indonesia) (Mulder 1989: 53).  Javanese should be 

indirect about their real purposes and goals, to protect both their own honour and that of other 

people (ibid.).   

Appearances are important not least because they enable Javanese to speak to one another 

respectfully.  Based on first impressions, Javanese must make careful decisions about language.  

They might speak ngoko (low Javanese), madya (middle Javanese), krama (high Javanese) or one of 

the many variants on each of these (Mudjanto 1986).  There are important judgements to be 

made based on the context of the conversation, the status of each partner and their relationship 

to each other (Mudjanto 1986: 57), if social interaction is to be ‘rukun’ (peaceful or harmonious) 

(Mulder 1994: 47).      

Rukun is also associated with a willingness to compromise and co-operate (gotong-royong).  

Commentators on the Pancasila, the official principles of the Indonesian state, have noted how 

just as the individual controls batin, they also subordinate their own desires to the good of the 

community (masyarakat) and the state (negera) (Mulder 1994; Ramage 1995).  Thus, the Indonesian 

state functions as a family (kekeluargaan), with the President as the protective and benevolent 

Bapak (father) (ibid.).    

In terms of the way gotong-royong actually works, there is a long-standing commentary on issues of 

guesswork.  There is even an old Javanese proverb mocking the foolishness of taking gotong-royong 

at face value.  The saying goes that “the crocodile is quick to submerge, but slow to come up”, 
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meaning it is easy to get people to agree to do something, but hard to get them to actually do it 

(Geertz 1960: 247).  Interpreting and responding any hint of differing views is key to living 

agreeably, and is to ensuring leaders are not undermined by the overt expression of discord 

(Mulder 1994).  As the satirical cartoon in Fig. 1 shows, within an apparently tightly linked 

coalition each individual may have a very different idea.   

Fig. 1.  Koalisi Partai:  Fungsi, Bentuk, dan Perannya dalam Demokrasi Perwakilan 

Coalition party: Form, function and character within a democratic agency  

 

The many coalitions in Jakarta which have flourished in reformasi21 have been subject to intense 

scrutiny, as those involved in politics understand the different projects, agendas and interests 

which underpin them.  For a large fee, it is possible to receive a monthly bulletin by one of 

Indonesia’s leading political analysts, which describes and interprets recent events in terms of 

their patronage networks22.  Many of the studies which have analysed Indonesian politics since 

the fall of Soeharto have concerned themselves with working out the interests which lie behind 

apparent displays of co-operation  (NZAI 1999; O'Rourke 2002; Kingsbury 2002), and 

throughout my time in the field, political skill was exhibited by both expats and Indonesians in 

the ability to read etok-etok (see p. 30, this Chapter).   

My informants were development professionals, aged from their late 20s to retirement, and 
                                                      

21 Literally ‘reformation’.  The widespread social, political and institutional reforms following the fall of Suharto in 
1998.  
22 I was asked not to name this service. 
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coming from all over the world.  They didn’t have many of the habits of prijaji aristocracy 

(Geertz 1960; Beatty 1999), but they certainly knew the politics of etok-etok.  In recent years, 

Indonesianists have moved away from analysis which reifies ‘Javanese culture’, looking instead to 

acknowledge the diversity within the island (Pemberton 1994; Beatty 1999) and understand ‘Java’ 

as a cultural notion responding to encounters of difference within this diverse archipelago 

(Anderson 1990; Houben, Maier et al. 1992; Kahn 2005).  The ethnography which follows 

extends such work by suggesting that practices such as etok-etok happen in Java because of 

politics, as well as ‘culture’.  As I show in Chapter 3, international aid organisations are a critical 

part of this politics, and deeply entangled within it.     

Ujung-ujungnya duit23:  It’s all about the money  

Financial control of development assistance was the main interest which my informants were 

concerned with at DSF.  Each of the different agencies involved in the facility had different 

financial situations, different sources of funds and different rules as to how they were able to 

spend it.  There were two basic kinds of money available: grants and loans.   

Bilateral24organisations, such as DFID, GTZ and the development agency of the Netherlands, 

were able to control grant funds.  Multilateral25 agencies such as ADB, UNDP and the World 

Bank, primarily heldtheir finance as loans26.  This had a major impact on the different interests of 

these two sets of donors, as Mary explained:  “The bilaterals are more interested from a principle 

point of view – they have completely different interests because they are interested in aid 

effectiveness… putting their money into something which has low transaction costs, and getting 

the multilaterals to work effectively.  The multilaterals are interested in the money!  That’s it! 

…People are not equal, and they don’t come in on an equal basis.  The multilaterals have loan 

funds but they don’t have grant funds.  They both want the money because they need grant 

funds, and the bilaterals bring the grant funds.  The UN never has any money – they are always 

going around with the begging bowl.  Similarly, the ADB and World Bank used to have bilateral 
                                                      

23 Abbreviated to “UUD”, this Indonesian phrase is said to be a play on the acronym of Undang-Undang Dasar 
1945, the state constitution that was drafted at the end of World War 2.  It communicates the complaint that it takes 
money to get anything done, and that actions can always be explained through financial motivations.      
24 A bilateral agency is a donor which gives assistance from one single sovereign government to developing country.  
Examples include AusAID (from the Australian government), USAID (from the American Government), GTZ 
(from the German government) or DFID (from the British Government).       
25 A multilateral agency is a donor which gives assistance derived from multiple sovereign governments to a 
developing country.  Examples include the African Development Bank, Asian Development Bank and the World 
Bank.    
26 In Indonesia, the ADB also had $10-12 million grant funds available for technical assistance.  
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funds which they could do whatever they wanted with, but now they don’t – all the money’s 

here”27. 

In this view, elements within the ADB, World Bank and UNDP saw little choice but to join 

DSF, because if they did not, they would have no access to the grant money which used to be 

given to them through DFID trust funds28.  Here, the institutional position that people were in 

prompts the individual motivation of their actions.  Grant funds are valuable because there is 

usually more flexibility in how they can be spent, and are often more popular with recipient 

governments.  Greg explained how the financial dependencies of some agencies in DSF had 

undermined the quality of their programme design: “they need to plug their own budgets so they 

weave their programmes around the dollar signs.  It’s a bit cart before the horse”29.  Without 

their own grant funding, agencies had to incorporate every element of their current programmes 

into the joint-donor plans, otherwise this work would be discontinued.   

Some multilaterals were in a much more difficult position than others, and UNDP was seen to 

be in the most difficult position of all.  Unlike the World Bank and ADB, the agency did not 

have large loan funds to supplement grants received in trust from bilateral agencies.  It was 

widely acknowledged that UNDP staff were under pressure to raise funds, and many informants 

at DSF observed that this restricted their flexibility in discussions over DSF.  Senior managers at 

UNDP were quick to acknowledge their financial pressures:  “DFID has been the mainstay of 

this unit.  I don’t know what we’ll do when they leave…Whether we like it or not there is 

competition for DFID money, and it is partly a money-grabbing exercise”30.  When there was a 

possibility that a ‘strong partner’ like the World Bank might withdraw from DSF, leaving ‘weak’ 

partners like UNDP, one informant quipped “ada gula ada semut” 31 (where there is sugar there are 

ants), and relayed a concern within DFID that DSF should not be left with ‘the strong foot in 

and the weak foot out’.   

The doubtless interest that UNDP had in money was read in many different elements of their 

                                                      

27 16th March 2006. 
28 ADB staff contest the extent to which money underpinned their motivation to join DSF.  Henk described how he 
was excited to be part of an innovative initiative, but concerned about the lack of Government involvement.  

29 31st January 2007. 
30 9th March 2006. 
31 Typically in Indonesian this can have either a positive or a negative connotation as it describes how people are 
drawn to money – good businesses attract customers, but powerful officials attract cronies (Torchia 2007).  In this 
instance however the reference to ‘ants’ was a derogatory one, implying that the agencies which needed money at DSF 
were too insignificant to make much use of it.     
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work.  For example, when UNDP staff complained that the World Bank had too much control 

in early versions of the DSF’s governance structure, their concerns were seen by others as 

reducible to their own interest in gaining money from the system.  When funding was allocated 

to World Bank rather than UNDP, they raised concerns that the system for allocating funds had 

set up an unfair conflict of interests in favour of the World Bank.  Whilst ostensibly a complaint 

about process (see Chapter 4), the UNDP complaint was interpreted by others as financially 

motivated sour grapes, which was simply being expressed as a concern over process because this 

criticism was more legitimate.     

In such incidents, guesswork constituted the identity of UNDP as an agency particularly 

beholden to financial pressures, and one concerned with ‘process’.  A cartoon displayed on one 

UNDP manager’s fridge in his home (Fig. 2), satirised the way that unstable funding situations 

led the agency to prepare for extraneous meetings in unproductive ways.     

Fig. 2.  Dilbert cartoon from a UNDP manager’s fridge 

 

A.  “As usual, I worked until midnight last night, Mom” 
B. “Well at least you made some extra money” 
A. “I don’t get paid for over-time” 
B. “Well, at least it was important work” 
A. “Not really” 
B. “My boss made me change my ‘powerpoint’ slides but the changes made them worse” 
A. “Well, at least you’re prepared for your meeting” 
B. “It was cancelled.  But that’s okay, because the project isn’t funded anyway” 
A. “So... you worked for free to worsen a presentation for a meeting that won’t happen for a project 



36 

 

that doesn’t exist?”  
 
B. “Yup” 

 
A. “Oh, you must work for the United Nations” 

 

“The UN has no power.  It only has authority”, claimed Dominic, a senior UNDP manager.  

With no funding of their own, he explained, UNDP had to develop their own ‘way of doing 

things’, which would create a solid set of reasons why money should be given to their agency 

rather than to others.  He described an attention to ‘process’ as a way of demonstrating the 

authority of the UN system, which set it apart from other agencies.  The methods of problem-

solving and analytic techniques of UNDP were a means to differentiate its staff from those of 

other international agencies.     

This wasn’t always successful in establishing authority, however, and the ‘UNDP approach’ was 

observed and criticised from both inside and outside the agency.  One afternoon I squeezed an 

interview into the busy day of Jeon, head of one of the World Bank’s largest programmes in 

Indonesia.  I asked him about how he went about solving problems in multi-donor work, and 

with deadlines pressing, Jeon asked if I wanted him to show me.  He dialled the number of a 

senior colleague at UNDP, and put the call on speaker-phone.  It was a convivial call with 

someone he knew well, but the two agencies were in the midst of a dispute over a joint project.  

Each subtly defended their own staff and shared views on how to resolve the issue.  As he 

spoke, Jeon flicked between documents on his screen, working a carefully formulated text on his 

position into the natural flow of conversation.  As he listened, he even answered the odd email.  

When he hung up the phone, Jeon asked me what I thought was interesting about what I had 

heard32.  He said that the interesting thing was that his UNDP colleague had said they should 

decide who should send out invitations for a meeting which was coming up: “see – process – that 

was her solution”33.     

The main solution which both parties agreed, in fact, was to meet and catch a plane together the 

next morning, and discuss the issue in detail en route to visiting the project fieldsite.  Jeon’s 

summation that the interesting thing about the conversation was his colleague’s enquiry about 

invitations was anticipated by his previous experience of working with UNDP, which sensitised 
                                                      

32 I said it was his slick combination of reading, emailing, speaking and listening.  He said I wasn’t supposed to 
notice that. 
33 5th March 2007. 
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him to any action which could be interpreted as springing from a ‘UNDP approach’.  The 

incident reveals the critical role of anticipation in multi-donor work:  Jeon was able to speak with 

fluency and precision because he had anticipated the issues and had key prompting documents 

open and ready.  He was able to answer simple emails whilst he was listening because he could 

anticipate certain elements of the conversation.  They agreed to travel to the fieldsite together so 

that they could anticipate and discuss issues which would arise there.   

It also, however, meant that Jeon anticipated a ‘UN approach’ from his partner, and perhaps 

interpreted her responses differently than he would have done had she worked for another 

agency.  Perhaps this was the reason that he invited me to listen in on the call.  UNDP was by no 

means the only agency who was said to have its own particular ‘approach’, springing from its 

particular interests.  Each donor agency involved in DSF was supposed to have a distinctive style 

because of the interests which motivated them, a topic I will turn to now.   

The World Bank:  Domination and resistance 

There was a very strong, recurrent complaint from my informants that the multi-donor effort of 

DSF was undermined by the dominance of the World Bank.  Many people, World Bank staff 

included, said this was inevitable given that funding for DSF was held in a World Bank trust 

fund.  This meant that it would be spent according to World Bank regulations and administered 

by World Bank staff – even if the DSF as a whole was governed by an arrangement of multiple 

donors34.   

Of course, critiques of the World Bank emerge all over the world.  Emphasising the 

distinctiveness of the World Bank in Indonesia (see also Chapter 3), many World Bank staff 

defended their particular branch of the agency.  Suzy, a young World Bank consultant explained 

why working in Indonesia was distinctive:  ‘People hate the World Bank for two reasons, neither 

of which are valid in Indonesia.  The first reason is that they dictate macroeconomics.  In 

Indonesia they simply don’t have the budget to do that.  The second is that they are promoting 

neoliberalism.  That’s not true here, and anyway the terms are simple – they just don’t give to 

corrupt governments’.   

Others did not share either this view of the key World Bank critiques, or their irrelevance in 

Indonesia.  World Bank ‘domination’ was a concern even for the large donors in the country, 
                                                      

34 Commenting on a draft of this Chapter, a DFID manager described how many World Bank trust funds are not as 
dysfunctional as DSF.  Implying a particular criticism of the World Bank in DSF, he said that there were logical 
reasons to structure the facility through a World Bank trust fund.  
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and even though the ADB had larger annual commitments than the World Bank in Indonesia35, 

it had far fewer staff in the country, and was sensitive about the relationship between them.  

Henk, one of their senior managers, explained that “the World Bank being so much better 

resourced (in terms of their operational budget, funds for staff etc)…their natural tendency is of 

just taking over and doing it.  We don’t have the resources, so it’s natural for them to do 

things…to them the outside world is an afterthought”36.   

For Henk, his own feeling that ADB had been marginalised from DSF went hand-in-hand with 

the notion that the World Bank was dominating.  He recalled the “very unhappy start”37 of the 

early days of DSF, and described his shock when he attended the opening of the office and 

found ADB logo displayed on the banners and posters.  His organisation was publically 

described as a “DSF partner” when such a status had not – he believed – been fully agreed at any 

previous meetings: “We were just being co-opted…it was never done in any formal way”38.  

Henk decided not to complain about this particular issue, as he did not want ADB to withdraw 

from the DSF facility.  “I did, however, make a lot of noise behind the scenes about the fact that 

the invitations came from (David, World Bank Country Head) not from the DSF”39.  He read 

this action as motivated by the World Bank’s interest in turning DSF into an extension of the 

World Bank, capturing its resources and space.  His initial discontent about the assumption of 

ADB involvement was therefore transferred onto a complaint ‘about’ the invitations for opening 

the facility.    

Some ADB staff felt that the very furnishings of the DSF betrayed the World Bank’s interest in 

dominance.  “You can tell this is a World Bank office – it just looks like it”, I was told.  “World 

Bank offices everywhere look alike – they use the same furniture all over the world”.    

                                                      

35 The donor with the largest budget in Indonesia during my fieldwork was the Japanese Bank for International 
Cooperation (JBIC), followed by ADB and then the World Bank.   
36 6th March 2006. 
37 6th March 2006. 
38 6th March 2006. 
39 6th March 2006. 
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Fig 3. ‘World Bank furniture’ 

 

The furniture in the DSF office was the same as the furniture in the World Bank’s office in 

Aceh.  However, as these two offices had been furnished by the same person, who used the 

same supplier in Indonesia for both spaces, it seems more likely that furnishing was done in the 

interests of convenience rather than domination.  It was noted in the ‘Light Touch Review’, a 

document evaluating the progress of the office six months after its opening, that there had been 

a number of issues over the space and physicality of the office which would have been trivial in 

other circumstances, but took on a high degree of sensitivity given the tension around DSF as a 

whole.     

Over lunch one day, Marta, a manager with UNDP, alluded to the invisibility of World Bank 

dominance.  She advised me conspiratorially, “You’ve read Gramsci, haven’t you, darling, this is 

a hegemony!”40.  For Marta, the World Bank’s interest in dominance could be read from myriad 

issues in the office, from the vocabulary that World Bank staff used in meetings, to clerical errors 

over the printing of business cards.  Once, when the internet on her computer was running slow, 

she furiously told me that World Bank staff had diverted the flow to their own computers.   

Gramsci’s notion of hegemony proposed that the political and social power of the state was 

maintained by the intellectual and moral leadership of ruling class, whose culture had 
                                                      

40 7th July 2005. 
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indoctrinated society into “false consciousness” (Gramsci 1975).  This prevented the working 

majority from mobilising the revolution which would serve their collective needs, and instead 

bound them into the individualist ethos of capitalism which would only serve to further 

sublimate them.  Marta’s invoked Gramsci to question the assumption that people in DSF were 

aware of what their interests were, and were able to work towards them.  Interests were rendered 

missing by hegemony, and the task of my anthropology was to reinstate them.  Identifying 

missing interests was part of Marta’s own project of resistance, and critical to her ability to 

negotiate and manoeuvre within the changing currents of DSF.  Importantly, she does not fill in 

the ‘missing’ interests so much as identify the gaps that she can guess at herself.  This is a point 

we will return to later.        

The ruling class, in this scenario, was the World Bank.  Producing some of the most widely read 

and up-to-date research on development in Indonesia, and with a large number of highly trained 

and experienced staff, this was the agency which was seen to have the greatest ‘capacity’ 

intellectually.  Scott, the World Bank’s Senior Social Scientist and Task Team Leader (TTL) at 

DSF, was feared and admired for his knowledge and debating skill.  “I’ve never seen him leave a 

meeting without getting what he wants”, said one junior World Bank consultant.  “Nobody can 

argue with him.  He’s been here forever and he knows Indonesia.  There just isn’t another 

person in another agency who can match him”41.   

Scott was suspected of joining DSF in order to shore up his control of trust funds within the 

World Bank42.  As TTL, he was responsible for administering the fund which held DSF’s money 

and signing off on expenditure.  Trust funds were important, a World Bank consultant confided, 

because those individuals who controlled them gained autonomy within their own organisation: 

“It’s a power-play within the Bank in terms of who reports to whom.  So long as (Scott) has trust 

funds he doesn’t have to report to the country office”43.  Scott had worked for the World Bank 

for several decades, and had enjoyed great success in the past in winning trust funds for the 

various projects he had championed, particularly a major social development project in 

Indonesia called the Kecamatan Development Project (KDP).  The consultant described how a 

few months before the start of DSF Scott had control of over fifty trust funds, but that due to 

changes in regulation in the World Bank, these were “drying up”.  DSF was a means to capitalise 

                                                      

41 23rd January 2007. 
42 He personally confirmed this to me after reading a draft of this Chapter. 
43 18th July 2005. 
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on DFID funds, the consultant said, and a means for Scott to be a “raja kecil” (little king)44 again.  

The consultant said that Scott had been the key figure pushing for World Bank involvement in 

DSF, and believed that he had done so in order to gain power and independence from the World 

Bank headquarters in Washington, and David, World Bank Country Head in Indonesia.  This 

was supposedly the reason he had obstructed alternative initiatives to harmonising donor 

support for decentralisation, which had emerged around the same time as DSF (see Chapter 3).  

The evidence from other interviews and archival research indicated that Scott was not involved 

in the early negotiations for DSF, and couldn’t have brokered World Bank involvement for his 

own gains, nor obstructed alternatives to harmonisation (see p. 26, this Chapter).  Scott said 

himself that he had started work on DSF in early 2005, and he was attracted to the work because 

the alternative would have been to work on the tsunami in Aceh, meaning he would have been 

separated from his wife in Jakarta.  When we spoke in 2006, he said that his motivation for 

joining DSF was not the money, but a result of his experience in East Timor, where the World 

Bank had set up two projects in exactly the same place to do exactly the same thing.  He said that 

he was interested in DSF because he wanted to see better coordination both between other 

donor agencies and within his own.  When we spoke in 2008, however, Scott said that there had 

been a lot of truth in accusations that he had become involved in DSF because he was interested 

in the money.  He said that he wanted to have access to small amounts of grant funds from 

DFID, in order to do scoping studies and feasibility work to support his bid to make the 

Kecamatan Development Project a national initiative.   

In the years between these two conversations many things had changed.  KDP had indeed gone 

national, and was in no way reliant on DFID funds.  Scott had served two miserable years as 

Task Team Leader of DSF, eventually threatening to leave his job at the World Bank unless they 

promised he would have no more to do with the facility.  Scott and I had gone through some 

dramatic ups and downs together (see Chapter 2), and spoke in a more candid way.  It is possible 

that one factor behind Scott’s later directness about money was that there was no longer any 

political advantage in being discreet about it.  If he had explicitly described this as an interest in 

2006, people would have thought this was the only thing he was interested in at DSF, and used 

this to anticipate his every action.  By being etok-etok about this interest, he was able to capitalise 

on situations as they arose, not just to benefit KDP but potentially to work in the direction of 

                                                      

44 This phrase implied the provincial nature of Scott’s power.  It suggested that whilst he was an important figure in 
the World Bank in Indonesia, Scott was marginal within the World Bank as a whole. 
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other objectives (see Chapter 2).  It might also be that Scott was interested both in harmonisation 

and in the money when he spoke to me in 2006, but that having been disappointed in the former 

he retrospectively described only those interests which had in fact been served by his 

involvement with DSF.    

It is important to recognise his description of these interests as personal, rather than those of the 

World Bank as a whole.  Scott was a notorious maverick at the World Bank, and described 

himself as coming to Indonesia “in exile” after an acrimonious conflict in Washington.  His long 

tenure at the agency was driven by a taste for subversion, not by any affection for the World 

Bank: “I’m much happier working for organisations that I don’t like.  I get energy from working 

against something”45.  Scott had developed a team of social development specialists at the World 

Bank in Indonesia which contrasted with research teams World Bank offices elsewhere, which 

are typically dominated by economists.  His rebellion from Washington and mischief with World 

Bank regulations was legendary, and the favourite tales of Scott invariably involved him using the 

agency’s own rules against them.  Once, for example, World Bank headquarters ordered Scott to 

return to the US and base himself in Washington, saying that he had been in Indonesia for too 

long.  Scott obeyed and “officially” returned to headquarters, only to spend nearly fifty weeks of 

the year “on mission” to Indonesia.   

Scott’s social development programme infused the World Bank in Indonesia with a distinctive 

character.  Even David, the World Bank Country Head, described with a certain amount of pride 

how most staff at the World Bank in Indonesia were “not World Bank people”.  He said that 

most people at his agency “couldn’t give a stuff about the World Bank...they just see it as a tool 

through which to get their life’s work done”46.  There were a large number of individuals 

working both at the World Bank who had developed a professional identity around development 

in Indonesia, and had dedicated their working lives to developing expertise specifically for the 

country – rather than as World Bank employees who could work anywhere in the world.  For a 

variety of other reasons, this was also true in a number of other agencies (see Chapter 3).  To an 

extent then, then, the domination of the World Bank was being resisted even by World Bank 

staff themselves.    

Gestures of resistance were directed not just at the World Bank, but also at the centres of 

authority in of other agencies.  When Tony Blair, the then Prime Minister of Britain, came to 

                                                      

45 28th March 2008. Scott. 
46 7th February 2006.  David. 
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visit DSF in March 2006, Scott did not wear a suit and tie.  Although his shirt was actually a batik 

from Eastern Indonesia (and therefore conventional as dress for formal occasions), the Javanese 

administrators at DSF thought the shirt was Hawaiian.  For them, Scott’s choice of shirt was 

taken as evidence that Scott thought VIP visits were a waste of time, and wanted to display his 

discontent at distracting the office from productivity just to ingratiate the figurehead of the 

British Government.  It was common knowledge within the World Bank that Scott had held 

similar views about the visits of other VIPs.  When Paul Wolfovitz, the then President of the 

World Bank, visited Indonesia in 2006, Scott fought to ensure his key staff were not suspended 

from their normal work in order to show him around.  On Tony Blair’s visit, however, Scott said 

afterwards that his choice of shirt was a statement against stiffness which he made on a daily 

basis.  When Tony Blair saw it, he apparently said, ‘Well, it looks like I won’t need this anymore’, 

and threw his suit jacket into the back of the car.  Photographs from the event indeed show 

Tony Blair without his suit jacket and Scott in his noteworthy shirt.  There is no way of knowing 

whether his shirt was always intended as gesture against stiffness, whether the DSF 

administrators were right about the politics (if not the fabric) of it, or whether Scott was 

explaining his gesture retrospectively because of the response which it generated.      

DFID:  Minimalists, bilateralists and maximalists  

Events such as Tony Blair’s visit were important for DFID, who was providing the entirety of 

DSF’s budget (£5 million for the first phase of DSF, 2004-6, and £25 million for the second 

phase, 2006 – date).  Just as Janu’s visit had given DFID staff in Indonesia the authority to set 

plans for the facility in motion, there was a concern just before the Blair visit that it might 

constitute an opportunity for rival initiatives in DFID  to ‘trump’ DSF (‘trumping’ is explored in 

detail in Chapter 3).  In 2006, the proposal for DSF was to channel the entirety of DFID’s 

funding through the facility, meaning that existing DFID initiatives would have no direct access 

to funds.  This caused significant conflict within DFID, as those who had led existing initiatives 

attempted to find ways to secure their future.  In March 2006, the DFID staff tasked with taking 

DSF forward were concerned that if Tony Blair gave his backing to existing DFID initiatives 

during his visit, it would be more difficult to justify pressing DFID funds in Indonesia 

exclusively into DSF.      

Thus, there were seen to be different interests within different parts of DFID.  George, a senior 

DFID advisor, described the different perspectives on harmonisation within DFID as falling 

under three perspectives, ‘minimalist’, ‘bilateralist’ and ‘maximalist’:  The ‘minimalist’ view came 

from ministers and senior officials based in London, and was led by an interest in demonstrating 
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DFID progress on harmonisation after the Paris Declaration.  In this view, he said, simply 

establishing a facility such as DSF satisfies DFID’s international commitments, and relatively 

simple modes of joint-working can be chalked-up as success stories.  The substantive agenda of 

the Paris declaration remains unfulfilled because there is no joint programming or assessment 

work, but DFID funds are used to bolster its reputation in an international forum.  The 

‘bilateralist’ view would counter this approach by maintaining the importance of DFID being 

able to pursue their own agenda, rather than simply perform international commitments.  This 

perspective was led by an interest in maximising the value that DFID could add in relation to 

other donors, trading on its comparative advantages in specific areas.  These comparative 

advantages were a means to lever different responses from other donors, and the Government 

of Indonesia – so that spending DFID funds autonomously was a means to reposition the 

spending of others.  There was a constant effort to put others in a particular position, as a means 

to position oneself.  In this perspective, existing DFID programmes might exist autonomously 

from DSF.  The third perspective, ‘Maximalist’, was led by an interest in maximising 

development impact by influencing changes in the behaviour of other donors.  In this model, 

DFID shouldn’t have its own unique areas of engagement, but should spend their money to 

change the political order underlying assistance.  Arguing that “£25 million (DFID’s investment 

in DSF Phase 2) to coordinate £250 million seems like a good development rate of return”47, this 

model holds that because all development agencies are working towards the Millennium 

Development Goals, a donor which has the ability to influence others can find more power than 

by simply spending its own funds.  Bilateralists would argue that this undermines the sovereignty 

of other players, as it is, George said, “based on the supreme arrogance of DFID, that it knows 

the best way to achieve (the MDGs)”48.  In this model, DFID money would be used indirectly – 

integrated with the funds of other donors – to change the transformative nature of money itself.   

The Maximalist view was supported by an argument around how best to spend DFID funding in 

Indonesia before the agency withdrew from Indonesia in 2012.  If DFID continued with its own 

distinct areas of engagement, following a Bilateralist perspective, they would have no more 

influence in the country once their money was spent.  The hope of the Maximalist approach was 

that DSF would transform the fundamental nature of donor work on decentralisation in 

Indonesia, so that even when the agency itself withdrew, the programming of others would 

                                                      

47 Email from one DFID staff member to DFID team, 9th March 2006. 
48 22nd February 2006.  Email. 
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“have DFID written all over it”49.  Such an agenda was occasionally made explicit in formal 

documentation and proposals about DSF, but it was more often absent.  During my fieldwork, 

DFID staff impressed on me the acute sensitivity of this agenda; commenting on seeing it 

relayed in this dissertation (two years later), it was judged to have lost its disruptive potential.   

Thus, whilst money was once more the main interest which was seen as the motivate donor 

action, the different perspectives in DFID were not orientated around having money in and of 

itself.  They were based on different notions of how the money might be used, and how this 

impacts upon other donor agencies.  Money matters not as a possession of donors, but because 

of the responses it can elicit when it is spent:  for ‘minimalists’, the interest lies in gaining 

approval from others internationally; for ‘bilateralists’, it lies in levering comparative advantage 

over others; for ‘maximalists’ it lies in influencing their responses.  Reflecting back on this 

description having seen it in ethnographic writing, George clarified that the actual positions held 

by DFID staff were more nuanced than these parodied points of view.  They are ideal types of 

reasoning (Weber 1968), rather than the coherent perspectives of particular individuals50.  

Minimalist, bilateralist and maximalist perspectives emerge from different ways that the 

responses of other donors to DFID aid are anticipated.  So, the three different conceptions of 

DFID interests were contingent on how the responses of others are apprehended.          

In 2006 George asked me if, based on his framework and my fieldwork, I could tell who within 

DFID was a Minimalist, Bilateralist or Maximalist.  He was very resistant to giving me any clues.  

As the sensitivity over these agendas indicated, it was important that whichever set of interests 

were at work for DFID in DSF, these were not easily identifiable by other donors.  Were it 

possible for other donors to attribute Minimalist, Bilateralist and Maximalist interests to those in 

DFID working on DSF, they might start to interpret every DFID gesture as evidence of a will to 

power, just as they did when attributing evidence of World Bank ‘domination’.  Clearly, this 

would undermine the extent to which any of the three DFID perspectives would be effective in 

pursuing their interests.   

Perceiving others 

So far this Chapter has explored attempts to guess at institutional interests, the resistant interests 

                                                      

49 22nd February 2006.  Email. 
50 In 2008 George nuanced the perspective he originally presented to me in 2006.  When he first explained the 
minimalist/bilateralist/maximalist model, he appeared to believe that these perspectives could be matched to 
specific individuals within DFID.    
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working against them, and conflicting interests within institutions.  I’d like to touch now on 

guesswork which operated in a more personal way, based on interests associated with ethnicity, 

class and personal relationships.  From my own observations, I believe that much of this 

guesswork was delusional.   

Several staff at DSF were either Indian, of Indian heritage, or former staff or consultants of 

DFID India.  In 2006 the DFID India office was downsizing51 and at the time when DSF 

started, and many of those connected with the programme were looking for work.  Mary, from 

DFID Sri Lanka, and Saiba and Priya, from DFID India all came to work at DSF.     

Others at DSF speculated about this.  Some complained that because those connected to DFID 

India already had personal and working relationships before they came to DSF, they had 

excluded those they did not already know from their communication loops.  Scott thought that 

the Terms of Reference for staff positions at DSF had been designed to take advantage of the 

skills and expertise of those from DFID in India who were then looking for work; rather than to 

recruit people whose skills and expertise would meet the most profound challenges facing DSF.  

This claim is contested by DFID staff and I found no documentary evidence of it.  

Such resentments were evident in the ethnic politics which was brought to bear in the 

interpretation of everyday office life.  Some American, European and Australian staff at DSF 

said that the Indian staff were treating the Indonesian administrators, drivers, satpam (guards) and 

pembantu (house staff) disrespectfully.  This was seen as a cultural issue, reflecting the 

stratifications of Indian society.  Personally, I saw little evidence of a trend during my time at 

DSF.  Staff of Indian background were seen by some Americans, Europeans and Australians to 

be making less effort to integrate themselves in Indonesia, learn the language and adapt to 

Indonesian customs.  Bringing food for lunch from home, rather than eating the buffet of 

Indonesian food prepared for all those at DSF, was interpreted as a snub to Indonesian cuisine.  

They reported that Indonesian staff at the office were offended.  Over the course of my 

fieldwork, the communal lunches in the office each day became increasingly divided – with the 

Indian and other expatriates joining senior Indonesians to sit separately from Indonesian support 

staff.  However I would suggest that this be interpreted not only as an issue of ‘culture’, but in 

light of the myriad conflicts, difficulties and traumas which those in the office had endured in 

that period.  Given the pressure that many people in the office were under, it is unsurprising that 

                                                      

51 There was an understanding in DSF in 2006 that the DFID India office was closing.  In 2008 it still existed. 
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they would prefer familiar food and conversation in their mother-tongues (c.f. Pollard 

forthcoming).            

Expatriates of all nationalities were adept at identifying markers of ethnicity in one another.  One 

head of agency described to me how at the age of eight, his daughter sat in an airport lounge 

identifying passengers from Togo; from Ghana; from Kenya; from Zimbabwe.  Issues of race 

are typically addressed with candour in Indonesia (Fechter 2005), and expatriates joined 

Indonesians in the common practice of guessing who was Javanese, Papuan, Acehnese, etc.  By 

guessing at the social and cultural markers of others, people performed their international 

experience (see p. 48, this Chapter).  

Such guesswork was particularly pronounced amongst those from the same social and cultural 

background.  Phillip, an Australian manager with AusAID, described to me how after meeting a 

fellow Australian for ten minutes or so, he would be confident at guessing which kind of school 

they had gone to.  He described how, as in the UK, schooling in Australia is used to index social 

class.  I remember a disastrous dinner party game with a group of British expats, in which 

everyone guessed each another’s schooling.  Every guess was made correctly, causing great 

offence to all concerned.     

I remember feeling that these ethnic and cultural markers were used strategically.  Once, in the 

midst of a rather terrifying office conflict (see Chapter 2), my principal informant tried to calm 

me down.  I heard his voice flicker to the north of England, as he said “Amy, this is me you’re 

talking to”.  The words themselves were an appeal for me to relate to him personally, not as an 

agent of his organisation.  The accent felt like an attempt to take me home, and to impress the 

sentiment upon me in a very visceral way.  At the time, it was impossible to know whether it was 

a deliberate strategy on his part, a subconscious one, or simply my own delusion52.   

I would argue that making guesses about these kinds of ethnic and cultural markers is an intrinsic 

element of expat life.  Working with people from all over the world intensifies the challenge, 

perhaps ever present in social relations, of interpreting other people’s behaviour and 

understanding what it means.  Fechter has described the “bubble” of expat life in Jakarta, the 

luxurious ‘international standard’ to which elite international migrants become accustomed 

(2007).  The guesswork of expatriates shows how international familiarities are thrown into relief.  

                                                      

52 With hindsight, it was almost certainly the latter.  When people are under pressure, they are more likely to make 
misapprehensions. 



48 

 

Indeed, the process of interpreting the cultural markers of others can sharpen categories of 

“international” and “country-knowledge”.    

Guesswork and “country-knowledge”  

Indonesia is distinctive for having more long-term expatriates working in aid thanmost other 

developing countries in the world.  Partly due to krismon and the fall of Suharto, there were a 

sizable number of expatriates working for donor agencies who had been in Indonesia for over a 

decade.  They spoke excellent Bahasa Indonesia, and had been at the forefront of relationships 

between donors and Government of Indonesia over this time (see Chapter 3).  With experience 

working with a range of different donor agencies, parts of the Government and civil society 

organisations in Indonesia, their professional identities were forged around “country-knowledge” 

of Indonesia, rather than allegiance to a particular donor agency.  Some of these people were 

senior staff at the donor agencies I worked with; others were consultants employed on a more 

junior, insecure basis.   

There were also many expatriates working for donor agencies who were relatively new to 

Indonesia.  International donor agencies typically move their staff from one position to another 

after two years or so.  Usually staff would alternate between postings in developing countries, 

and postings at the headquarters of the donor agency – going back “to base” and out to “the 

field” every few years.  The professional identities of these people were strongly associated with 

the “international” – having a comparative knowledge of aid in many different countries, and 

good understanding of how international aid agencies work.  Again, some of these people were 

senior staff within donor agencies; others were consultants who might be employed for fleeting, 

one-off “missions” in Indonesia.   

There were often tensions between those who valued “county-knowledge” and those who valued 

“international” perspectives.  These categories were extremely pervasive at DSF, and were a 

major focus for guesswork as people worked to assess how much “country-knowledge” others 

had, and sought to demonstrate their own.   

Expatriates performed “country-knowledge” by spotting how aspects of Indonesian culture were 

affecting people’s behaviour, and adapting their own appropriately.  New arrivals would quickly 

pick up the most basic customs such as shaking hands softly, eating with your hands or how to 

mandi (wash).  As their experience in the country grew, expatriates would demonstrate 

understanding of more subtle customs, recognising specific “ways of doing things” which were 

Indonesian.  This was particularly important in terms of aid effectiveness, because understanding 
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Indonesian culture was critical to the effort to build relationships between donors and the 

Indonesian Government (see also Chapter 3).       

Fred had spent over ten years in Indonesia, worked initially in the Ministry of Finance and later 

at the World Bank.  He had learnt from Indonesians how to “buy time” within a meeting – by 

stalling or asking people to rephrase their questions:  “Indonesians are good at it – they are much 

more careful (than expatriates).  They don’t feel this kind of compulsion to blurt out whatever is 

coming off the top of our head, as if there’s no regulator in the system.  Indonesians don’t have 

to say everything they think – and I’ve kind of picked that up from them”53. 

As I described earlier in this Chapter, the notion of self-control has been central to descriptions 

of Javanese culture (eg. Anderson, 2006 (1972); Beatty 1999; Geertz 1960; Franz Magnis-Suseno 

1997).  Accounts in Indonesian studies commonly remark the Javanese taboo against open 

conflict and public confrontation.  Politically and economically, Java is the dominant island on 

the Indonesian archipelago – and most of the central Government officials my informants 

interacted with were Javanese.  A key aspect of “country-knowledge” was to interpret subtle 

indications of tension and conflict, and negotiate with officials lewat Java (in a Javanese manner).    

I remember once an official came to DSF from the Ministry of Home Affairs to give a 

presentation on their Grand Strategy on Decentralisation.  It was attended by numerous donors 

and Government staff, including an Echelon 1 official from Bappenas.  At the end of the 

presentation, the Bappenas official asked how the Grand Strategy being prepared at Home 

Affairs would be integrated with the plans being prepared at Bappenas.  Gloria, who had been in 

Indonesia for 18 years, whispered to me “that was the most stinging criticism that it would ever 

be possible for an Indonesian to give in public”54.  As will be described in Chapter 3, relations 

between Home Affairs and Bappenas were strained around decentralisation, and the question 

was interpreted as a challenge to the authority of Home Affairs.  After the presentation others 

agreed that “he would have come to the meeting specifically to make that comment”, and 

analysed the question as a public display of Bappenas antipathy.  With “country-knowledge”, a 

question which could otherwise have appeared as a neutral request for information was decoded 

as a statement of hostility and aggression.  The Bappenas official’s question was integrated with 

the ongoing narrative of inter-ministerial conflict around decentralisation (see Chapter 3) – 

feeding that narrative as it did so.   

                                                      

53 16th May 2007.  Fred. 
54 14th February 2006. 
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Without “country-knowledge”, expatriates could miss such expressions of conflict, making 

meetings with Government pointless or even counter-productive.  Scott once told me a story of 

how a group of senior World Bank staff came on a mission from Washington, with very little 

prior knowledge of the Indonesia.  Scott went with them to a meeting with some Government 

officials.  As the meeting went on the Washington visitors had a great time, oblivious to the 

subdued displeasure which the Indonesians expressed.  ‘I could tell that (the Government) were 

absolutely furious, but the Washington guys just didn’t notice at all.  They came out of the 

meeting all buzzing, saying how well it went – had no idea how angry (the Government) were.  

And then a couple of minutes later, I get an SMS from the government side saying ‘you let them 

know how angry we are!!’55.   

Having been in Indonesia for over a decade, Scott had enough experience working with 

Indonesians to recognise the signs of their discontent – and perhaps more importantly he had a 

HP (mobile phone) filled with contacts who would confirm it56.  This story illustrates not only 

the importance of expatriates having “country-knowledge” with which they can interpret 

Indonesians, but of Indonesians having knowledge by which they can recognise and correct the 

misinterpretations of expatriates.  By correcting the misinterpretation through Scott, the 

Government officials maintained proper conduct in public and still managed to make their 

message clear.  Here, Scott appears as a mediator between Indonesian and international “ways of 

doing things” – who was able to see both narratives of the meeting.  It was evidence for his view 

that aid was most effective if it was informed “country-knowledge”, and led by those who were 

able to interpret and respond to this context. 

Indonesians were seen to differ not only in the way they expressed conflict, but in the ways 

which they would approach resolving it.  In March 2006 a group of officials from Bappenas 

came to DSF to discuss the latest design of the office and how it should be “aligned” with the 

Government.  The key question was around how the Government should be represented in 

DSF’s management, given the difficulties between Bappenas, Home Affairs and the Ministry of 

Finance.  At the time, the facility was organised around three Focal Areas, and one of the 

Bappenas officials suggested that Bappenas, Home Affairs and the Ministry of Finance should 

each appoint a representative who would sit in one of DSF’s three Focal Areas.  These 

representatives would be responsible for ensuring that the work within the programme was 
                                                      

55 30th April 2007.  Scott. 
56 HPs are a very significant part of policy processes in Indonesia, and much important business is conducted by 
SMS.  It is common to give out your HP number in the same way you would give a business card in the UK.      
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aligned with the ministry which they represented.  In this model, the task of “alignment” would 

be divided between the different parties, and as they were kept separate from each other, the 

conflicts between the ministries would be avoided.   

After the meeting, Saiba raised doubts about this suggestion.  She was concerned that if they 

followed this model each of the DSF programmes would, at best, be aligned to only a third of 

the relevant Government of Indonesia policy, because only one of the three ministries would be 

represented.  This was, she said, “a very Javanese way to do it” – separating out different groups 

which might be in tension, when the only way to actually resolve the tension would be to bring 

them together.  Such an idea is focused on the idea that each of the individual parties can 

maintain their integrity as centred, controlled and focused – and could avoid the mess and 

dissonance of attempting integration, reflecting the old Indonesian adage that “hierarchy 

maintains harmony” (Heymans, Pollard et al. 2005; Torchia 2007).  

It was debatable however, whether these qualities were intrinsic and essentially ‘Javanese’, or 

whether they were simply a mode which Javanese people slipped into when talking to 

expatriates.  Ibu Ika, a senior Government official, described to me how her boss showed very 

different sides of himself when dealing with internationals than with his own staff:        

“He feels a lot more comfortable in domestic scenarios rather than international 
scenarios.  With internationals especially, when he’s asked to explain a point he will give 
an anecdote, which is how he gets out of having to make a promise or giving too much 
detail.  This is a very Indonesian thing.   

In (internal) meetings he’s very blunt.  He’ll interrupt, and critique you in the middle a 
presentation.  But that’s because it’s internal.  (...)  He shows that he’s tough.  I’ve seen 
him chuck people out of his office...he likes to be challenged and he likes to challenge 
people.” 57 

From Ibu Ika’s account we see that this “Indonesian thing” – giving an anecdote to escape 

giving a promise – is at the same time a reaction the specific circumstances of an encounter with 

expatriates.  ‘Internal’ relations are a far cry from the controlled, polite, public face of Java – 

challenge and dispute are part of winning respect and being tough.  This being the case, it is 

arguable that “country-knowledge” does not really generate knowledge ‘about’ Indonesia, so 

much as a specific view of the country generated by the aid encounter itself (c.f Escobar 1995).   

                                                      

57 21st May 2007. 
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It was not only expatriates who worked to interpret controlled, public presentation in Java.  This 

was also fundamental to the work of Indonesian donor staff.  Ibu Sri Budiyanti described how in 

her six years as a senior manager for the World Bank, she had learnt not to take the Government 

too literally:  “In Western culture you really keep your word, but not in Indonesia.  This does not 

happen in the Government of Indonesia – you have to look behind what they say”58.  She told 

tales of how separate groups could be used to manipulate each other: “if you want to convince 

the Government to do something, you have to use another part of the Government.  You find a 

champion in one agency, and use their buy-in with another part of the Government”.  This 

process defied formal planning: “you can’t put it to paper because this strategy is very dynamic – 

you have to respond to whatever is happening. (...)  If you just trust the paperwork you think 

that everything is fine...(but it’s not)...you have to get behind the paperwork process and that’s 

more difficult”59. 

From within the Government, Ibu Ika described how another senior colleague of hers was 

successful in negotiations: 

“He gives away very little, and if he gives anything away it’s because he wants to.  He 
might have a conversation, but while he’s talking to you he has something in his mind 
that he wants to get from you.  He’ll give away only what he needs to in order to get you 
to agree.  You come in to ask for something and walk away having agreed to something 
for him.  He’s very clever like that.  

Sometimes he just manipulates the conversation so you’re talking about things from his 
perspective.  He is almost 100% in control of every conversation I’ve seen him take part 
of.  He’s a very good reader of people and has been working with the World Bank and 
the UN for 28 years now...he knows exactly which buttons to push.”60    

According to Ibu Ika then, Government officials were developing knowledge of how things 

work in international donor agencies, in just the same way as donors were developing “country-

knowledge” of Indonesia.  Her colleague was effective because he kept careful control of 

conversation and did not give too much away – the same quality which Fred talked about when 

he described how “Indonesians don’t have to say everything they think”.  This was a technique 

that Ibu Ika’s colleague employed with both Indonesians and expatriates, but which he adapted 

for the latter audience because of his own knowledge of international agencies.  Contesting the 

prevailing trend in Indonesian literature then, we might consider that lewat Java is less an essential 

                                                      

58 8th June 2006.  Ibu Sri Budiyanti.  
59 8th June 2006.  Ibu Sri Budiyanti. 
60 21st May 2007. Ibu Ika. 
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quality of Javanese culture, so much as an opportunistic strategy to be adapted for different 

political moments.  Like institutional interests, they were interpreted through guesswork and 

speculation.   

Gender and the marble run 

Whilst individuals frequently interpreted others against their suppositions of ‘Indonesian’ and 

‘International’ ‘ways of doing things’, there was little explicit interpretation of gender.  I would 

suggest, however that gender was collapsed into what I will term the marble run model of 

interests. 

For a time, the positions of Country Head of UNDP and Country Head of DFID were both 

held by women.  Contrasting with the men in leadership positions at DSF, these women were 

perceived as strongly associating themselves with their organisations.  Several of the senior men 

were seen as powerful outsiders within their own institutions – either because they staked their 

professional expertise on an academic training, because they haven’t been plotting a career path 

through their current agencies, or because they were actively resisted key elements within them.  

Megan and Cho, however, were both described as having achieved remarkable success at a young 

age, by being loyal to their respective institutions and performing highly in the measures of 

competency which their agencies defined.  They were both described as hard-hitting, impressive 

and tough.       

There was a consistent belief that Scott, rather than Megan, had pushed for DSF in its early 

stages – contrary to the evidence which I have described in this Chapter.  In fact, Megan had 

played a key role in setting up the office, and the launch of the facility coincided with her 

departure from Indonesia to take up another posting.  Those who were aware of Megan’s work 

on DSF speculated that her interests in launching the office were bound up with her own 

personal career prospects.  Scott believed that when Janu set the DFID Indonesia the deadline 

of establishing DSF in good time for the Paris conference, Janu would have linked the launch of 

DSF to Megan’s personal appraisal.  Her prospects for promotion would then be assessed 

against whether she successfully established the office on time, and thus the speedy consultation 

which ushered in the launch of DSF was done in the interests of her career.   

Megan herself described the speed of the initial consultation on DSF in terms of other effects.  

Whilst she acknowledged that the tight deadlines to which the office had been launched had left 
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many partners bruised, she said that “there’s a lot to be said for momentum”61.  Describing how 

agencies were keen to join the initiative when they knew that there was a general enthusiasm 

about it, she explained the speed of early consultations as part of an effort to “try and keep 

partners locked in”62.  She emphasised the importance of gaining consent from the appropriate 

authorities within the British Government before commitments were made in public, ensuring 

that the Secretary of State had formally approved plans for the office before Tony Blair officially 

announced them at his visit to Jakarta.  Securing these authorities was a means for Megan and 

her team to build the momentum in Jakarta which would enable DSF to succeed as a multi-

donor initiative.  She presented these authorities as a means to take opportunities which she and 

her team had generated, mindful that these opportunities were exactly what those in the British 

Government were looking for to fulfil their pledges over the Paris Declaration.  This was the 

work of a committed civil servant, far from passive in her relationship to authority. 

Reducing Megan’s interests in DSF purely to the advancement of her own career, however, had 

the effect of sublimating her agency to that of DFID.  If Janu set deadlines which Megan had to 

meet for her own promotion, her interests were to become an extension of his own.  All 

together, as Megan and her team secured approval and authority from those in higher positions, 

these actions were to be rendered legitimate because they were in the interests of the British 

Government, not Megan as an agent in her own right.  The possibility that other interests might 

have been at play, for example, Megan’s interest in making a lasting impact on donor co-

ordination in Indonesia before she left the country, are rendered obsolete.  One informant 

reflected that perhaps, in order to achieve their great success at an early age, Megan and Cho had 

developed a robust professional style to counter expectations which might have been made of 

them as women.  Paradoxically, this ambition in fact undermined the extent to which they were 

acknowledged as agents themselves.      

This example demonstrates the danger of conceptualising interests in a model I will call the 

marble run, where power is imagined as rational, logical and apprehensible.  In this model, 

interests make up the social context of power in the same way that slides and funnels make up a 

marble run:  all one has to do to understand the flow of power is observe the gradient of the 

different surfaces it runs over.  Understood thus, Janu created a gradient as he set Megan a 

deadline for establishing DSF, meaning that her interests were set parallel to his own.  There is 

                                                      

61 20th March 2006.  Megan. 
62 20th March 2006.  Megan. 
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no change in the angle of this gradient when Megan’s interests are mapped in the model, because 

her interests in meeting the deadline were an extension of Janu’s interests in presenting DSF at 

the Paris conference.  In this model, each level of authority sublimates the one under it – just as 

Megan’s interests become reducible to Janu’s, Janu’s interests are reducible to those 

underpinning in the Paris Declaration.  We can understand how power works by simply tracing 

the patterns of authority that connect different individuals, and identifying the interests that drive 

them.        

I have presented a range of evidence in this Chapter which questions the marble run model of 

interests.  Ethnography has shown the importance of how the interests of others are perceived, 

both in terms of institutions and in more personal ways.  It has shown how individuals resist and 

challenge the interests of others, of their own institutions – and how those who are not resisting 

their institutions also have agency within them63.  It has shown the importance of anticipating the 

reactions of others, and being discrete about your own interests, so as to make your own 

reactions less predictable.  These issues combine in one of the most important skills of donor 

staff working on harmonisation:  that of “managing perceptions”.        

Managing perceptions; forging interpretations 

Those involved in all the different donor co-ordination initiatives which I encountered on my 

fieldwork spoke of the importance of “managing perceptions”.  Many of the techniques which 

they had developed to deal with the difficulties of multi-donor work were oriented around this 

task.  Gerta, a manager at the Multi-Donor Fund for Aceh and Nias, established after the 

tsunami (2005), described how they had developed a system for meetings with this in mind.  

Before each major, formal meeting with the different heads of agency, they would hold ‘pre-

meetings’ with every individual involved, to discuss the agenda of the main meeting and resolve 

key issues arising in advance.  This meant that the main meeting was more likely to run smoothly 

and efficiently, and critically, that they would “reduce the impression that the World Bank was 

deciding everything”64.  With such a system, issues which might have been interpreted with 

suspicion could pass off without incident.  For example, when David decided that the Multi-

Donor Trust Fund for Aceh and Nias should take the marginally snappier title of the ‘Multi-

Donor Fund for Aceh and Nias’, other donors teased him that the World Bank had ‘taken the 

                                                      

63 This is a contribution to Mosse’ project of describing the complex agency of those involved in every part of the 
aid process (2005).  I suggest that the authors he describes as forming the ‘critical’ view of development, attending 
to its ideological power, often employ a marble run model of interests. 
64 9th March 2007. 
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Trust away’.  Had this decision been taken without discussion with others it is possible that 

reactions might have taken a more serious tone.  “Expectation management.  That’s co-

ordination”65, Gerta explained.   

Similar techniques were used in DSF, to anticipate issues in advance and work out how to field 

them.  Before key meetings with the Government of Indonesia, Priya circulated lists of the 

concerns that might be raised by the various ministries, prompting discussion of how these 

might be addressed.  She anticipated reactions of key officials in the Government, deleting a 

particular slide of a powerpoint presentation because it was “quite at variance with how (a key 

Government official) sees things”66.  Presenting the facility so as to provoke a favourable 

perception of DSF by the Government would maximise the chances of generating a positive 

response from them.     

Such issues were also important for DSF internally.  Megan described the importance of 

“managing perceptions” to prevent agitation between agencies, and avoid their withdrawal from 

the multi-donor initiative67.  She described how some agencies had already threatened to walk 

away from the table, alienated particularly by the perception that DSF was dominated by the 

World Bank.  In emails between the DFID team, George described how addressing this concern 

was a trade-off against the initiative’s expediency:  “We need to be careful that our desire to 

ensure the smooth and efficient running of the DSF does not undermine efforts to secure the 

full commitment and engagement of other donors. If other donors perceive that decision-

making power is being over-centralized in the hands of the “traditional” DSF members there is a 

risk that they will disengage”.68  

Managing perceptions was done by those with more authority ‘downwards’, with the same 

authority ‘sideways’ and with less authority ‘upwards’.  It was important this was done when 

those designing DSF had done everything they could to address the various problems associated 

with the facility.  Mary described how senior figures at DFID would “have to live with (the new 

DSF design)... We have to line up (senior managers at DFID Indonesia and DFID South-East 

Asia) to manage it upwards”69.      

                                                      

65 6th June 2006.  Gerta. 
66 13th October 2006.  Email. 
67 20th March 2007. Email. 
68 6th December 2006.  By ‘traditional’, he meant DFID and the World Bank.  George, email. 
69 24th March 2006.  Mary, email. 
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Whilst there was consensus that “managing perceptions” was a key task to be undertaken at 

DSF, there was no sense in which those involved in the facility were confident that they were 

doing this successfully.  It also was not necessarily a skill that people liked in themselves.  I once 

asked Scott if there was anything he had learnt, during the course of his career, which he wished 

he hadn’t learnt.  He said that doing his job had made him more manipulative.  People often 

identified this as a characteristic of Scott, and he was referred to as particularly licin (slippery).  

No matter how adept their skills, however, none of my informants were immune to the 

enormous levels of worry which were associated with anticipating the perceptions and reactions 

of others.    

Perceptions are not manageable things, and even favourable perceptions could be a problem 

rather than a solution.  In emails discussing a manual to establish operating procedures for the 

facility, Scott anticipated how a more accurate understanding of a particular World Bank 

financial arrangement (rather than the inaccurate perceptions at play previously) would spark 

conflict: “Now (Vikram) realises what a FAA70 is, I’m sure he won’t like them”71.  In some of the 

most complex and difficult conflicts around DSF, perceptions were not to be managed, but to be 

worked against.  

For example, during a long and complex discussion on the auditing arrangements and 

accountability of DSF (see Chapter 4), Michael explained the legal consequences of a particular 

mechanism for transferring funds.  He had worked out that the allocations of liability which 

would be the consequences of this mechanism would take DSF back to an intractable conflict:  

“It wasn’t the answer Scott was looking for then and I am sure its not the one he wants to hear 

now”72.  George replied, spelling out a range of different scenarios which would allocate liability 

for DSF funds either with the World Bank, or with the DSF Management Committee.  By 

imagining a range of hypothetical situations, and how the various aspects of DSF governance 

would be implemented within them, he explained how both Scott’s concerns and DFID’s legal 

                                                      

70 A Fiscal Agency Agreement (FAA) transfers funds from one partner to another, and monitors them through the 
receiving partner’s systems.  They imply trust that the receiving partner’s oversight systems meet the same standard 
of those of the donating partner.  This was the first agreement ever to be signed between the World Bank and 
UNDP in Asia.  World Bank staff described it as contentious because their organisation did not have much respect 
for UN oversight systems, and they were concerned that DFID might hold the World Bank to account for money 
mis-spent by UNDP.   

71 31st July 2006.  Scott, email. 
72 31st July 2006.  Michael, email. 



58 

 

imperatives could be addressed simultaneously73.  They would be able to escape the intractable 

conflict if Scott, the World Bank and DFID shared an understanding that they could each fulfil 

their legal obligations in any given scenario.  This was not a case of managing perceptions:  it was 

a matter of forging an interpretation which could weather any eventuality in an unknown future.   

Whilst perceptions can be held by different people in different ways, an interpretation of this 

kind would be successful if it was shared by all concerned – either because they agreed with it 

already, or could be persuaded to do so.  This was not a tool to avoid conflict in the future, but 

to ensure that any potential conflict would be successfully resolved.  Forging interpretations 

which would resolve intractable problems meant not only anticipating the potential reactions of 

others, but also any potential scenario which might occur.  Pinpointing such scenarios was the 

function of ‘assumptions’ and ‘risks’, which were allocated a column in the Logical Frameworks 

which set out how DSF would achieve its objectives (see Chapter 2).   

I remember a meeting where a draft of the DSF Logical Framework (see also Chapter 2) was 

discussed internally.  Scott was a little late, and asked if he had missed anything as he sat down at 

the table.  “Yes, you have” said someone, pointedly refusing to fill him in.  There was discussion 

of several parts of the document which various people had already been complaining about.  

Concerns were raised that a particular activity would be thrown off course by potential changes 

in the Indonesian Government, and it was decided to describe these in the ‘risks’ column.  

Questions were raised about one of the “Output” areas.  “People don’t care” said someone, 

dismissing the need to address the problem.  “The Steering Committee will care” claimed others 

in disagreement.  “Do we need to talk about assumptions, or risks?” asked Greg, “what’s the 

difference?”.  “Risks” he was told, as Mary relayed an explanation of this query which she had 

been given in an earlier discussion with George.  There were worries about the changing nature 

of Indonesia, and the difficulty of predicting what might happen in the country (see Chapter 3).  

There was a fear that the Logical Framework would make DSF accountable for delivering an 

objective which might be rendered impossible by factors outside their control.  The team offered 

their judgements on how the Logical Framework could be written to avoid this liability, and yet 

make a convincing case for the ‘Second Phase’ of DSF: “It’s better to underestimate than to 

promise something we won’t be able to deliver”.  Afterwards, Mary and I reflected on the 

difficulty of guessing at so many unknown quantities.  “It’s driving me crazy”, she said.      

                                                      

73 31st July 2006.  George, email. 
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Deliberations over how to ‘score’ the risks associated with the multi-donor initiative show the 

hope that interpretations of such unknowns might be forged in text.  An email from George to 

the DFID team sets out a dilemma of anticipated reactions:  “If we score to high, then this will 

lead to questions concerning the need to redesign; if we score to low this will lead to questions as 

to why we are recommending progress to Phase 2.  I hope that the text makes the case – but any 

suggestions for improvement will be appreciated”74.  This particular document, an evaluation of 

the success of ‘Phase 1’ of DSF, had to forge the case for ‘Phase 2’ of the facility, based on the 

promise of Phase 175.  George was hopeful that this had been achieved in text, but uncertain as 

to whether it had been fully convincing.  This reveals a key element of a forged76 interpretation:  

it is never completely possible to know that it works.   

Testing the efforts to forge interpretations was the work done in the circulation, review and 

editing of drafts.  As drafts of documents circulated within the DSF design team, emails prefaced 

the efforts which had been made in the documents attached.  ‘I’ve just toned down the 

language’, ‘sifted for clarity’, ‘tightened up the structure’ they would say.  Occasionally, when I 

myself was copied-in, I could see the ripple of the email sweep around the office.  People would 

twitch in their desks, running their eyes over the texts as they scanned for where the contentious 

passages lay.  Eyes would rise to meet one another through the desk partitions, exchanging 

reactions with those who were also reviewing it.  Reading these documents was always a 

fractured process, as informants interrupted each other for face-to-face discussions, and emails 

tapped for their attention in their inboxes.     

I always felt a little trepidation when opening these documents, to see the how much of the 

white page would be flooded with the colour of editing.  Generally, documents were written and 

edited in Microsoft Word using track changes.  This tool highlights the text on a draft which has 

been changed, and holds text which has been removed in the margins so that it can be replaced 

at a later stage.  Editors can also add comments, and write over the text so that if the changes are 

                                                      

74 16th February 2006.  George, email. 
75 Paraphrasing Beck and Giddens, Caplan notes that “the modern concept of risk colonises the future, which 
thereby determines the present” (2000: 6).  The success of Phase 1 would be inscribed by its ability to secure 
financing for Phase 2; the existing value of the facility would be judged partly by how convincingly its future could 
be imagined.  
Caplan, P., Ed. (2000). Risk Revisted. London, Pluto Press. 
76 I use the term ‘forged’ in the sense of making, or producing something.  I have chosen this term to stress the 
active process whereby interpretations are formed, and the agency involved in doing so.  In no sense do I wish to 
imply that interpretations are ‘forged’ in the sense that they are false or ‘forgeries’. 
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accepted, the text can seamlessly be turned white again, with no trace of where contestation has 

lain.  As a draft goes through multiple edits, the white page is filled with many colours, as 

previous edits themselves are edited.  Finally, the work of multiple authors is transformed into 

that submitted by the team as a whole, as track changes are accepted and the page is turned 

white.  The process is similar to that of UN officials as described by Annelise Riles, where 

contention is held in brackets and gradually worked through until the brackets are empty (Riles 

2000).  Both here and in Riles’ work, only the memories of those who were involved in the 

drafting serve to mark from where the text was derived.  My interest, however, lies in the 

political processes that documents were critical to, more than the technology of their forms.  It 

was conventional to abstract the contention from its instigators when describing the editing 

process to those who had not been involved in it, naming institutions as those who had raised 

objections, rather than the individuals who worked for them.  This did not, of course, prevent 

speculation as to exactly who had objected to what.        

Fig 4.  Blocks of coloured text indicate contention in track changes 

 

Naming objections as coming from institutions, rather than individuals, had the effect of framing 

contestation as a conflict of institutional interests.  As an anonymising tool it was very limited, as 

the individuals representing each institution were well known.  Describing a complaint as 

deriving from an agency however presents the issue as something that anyone, if they were in a 

particular institutional position, would raise.  It obliquely suggests that their reactions are 

predictable; naturalised as derivative of an institution.  The interpretive agency of people 

themselves is masked, as 'perspectives' are seen to emanate from organisational identities.     
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In this we can recognise the marble run model of interests, where the costs and benefits of any 

given issue are predictable from the gradients on which each individual and institution lie.  I 

would suggest that such a model was transparently inaccurate to most of my informants, as even 

though they were persistent in attempting to guess the interests of others, they were never 

completely confident about it.  I suggest that such a model was evoked consistently by them 

partly for its political, rather than explanatory power.      

Anticipating experience:  Empathy and reconciliation 

The marble run model has political power because it is empathetic.  It explains why people act in a 

way which suggests anyone might do the same, were they in the same position.  By identifying 

how interests set individuals and institutions on certain gradients, their actions are explained as 

motivated by interests that everyone can anticipate.  Empathy was a critical tool which those in 

DSF used when they were trying to reconcile after conflicts, support each other to continue with 

this very difficult initiative, and avoid conflicts in the future.   

The emails which prefaced the revision of document drafts were frequently used empathetically.  

When making changes to documents drafted by an often demoralised and weary team, people 

indicated that they were thinking about how the experience of writing these documents might 

have been.  “I know it must be frustrating to have to balance everyone's demands and 

expectations”77 one reviewer signed off.  People made efforts to appreciate and acknowledge the 

work of others.  One Indonesian manager, writing to a more senior South-African colleague, 

switched to Indonesian when signing off when the two were taking on others in a very serious 

and protracted conflict:  “For what it's worth, I truly appreciate your perserverance, hard work 

and support to the team and program. Jelas bahwa kami semua sangat berhutang budi. (lets hope that 

all our work to think this through is successful)78  Whilst both parties in this email exchange were 

fluent both in Bahasa Indonesian and English, it was rare that an Indonesian would use the 

former language when talking to a more senior colleague whose mother-tongue was English.  

The switch to Indonesian emphasised the sincerity of his words and a certain intimacy between 

the two men.     

People also used empathy when circulating drafts to anticipate what people’s reactions might be 

when reviewing drafts or giving advice on problems.  “You may find the 41 outputs in the log 

                                                      

77 14th September 2006.  Email. 
78 19th January 2007.  Email. 
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frame intimidating!”79 one email warned apologetically.  “Welcome to the world of DSF”80 said 

another.  This disarming introduction served to acknowledge the unusual intensity of the 

problems which surrounded DSF, which several of my informants described as unlike any others 

they had faced in their careers.  It anticipated how strange the recipient of the email might find 

its requests for very detailed interpretations and advice, attempting to break through the 

mechanical responses which the DSF team had previously elicited from donor headquarters by 

building some personal rapport (see Chapter 4).  Other editors anticipated the reactions of 

others, showing empathy not with those who had written documents, but with those who might 

read them.  “Take out this normative value-judgement” read one comment, referring to a 

portrait of one particular donor agency, “it adds nothing and would be offensive to partners”.   

There were times when it was tactful to write in ways which were uncertain, even if the writer 

was (in all likelihood) relatively sure of themselves.  One email, part of a very long and agitated 

exchange over how to limit the costs of staff and administration at DSF, stated the obvious in an 

uncertain way: “We are talking about limiting staff and admin costs to 10% of the £25 million, 

which, if my maths is correct, is £2.5 million”81.  This introduced a substantial attempt to forge 

an interpretation which might resolve the problem.  Stating the obvious as uncertain indicated 

that no assumption was being made that his interpretive attempt would be successful.  Yet, it 

appealed to the email recipients to read between the lines of his argument and concur with its 

logic, just as they would concur that 10% of £25 million is £2.5 million.     

Reading between the lines 

I have already described how the interests of the different donors and individuals involved in 

DSF were not made explicit in formal documents.  Similarly, it was not for those forging 

interpretations to be direct about how their writing resolved the different interests of those in 

intractable conflicts.  This was a matter to be judged by people themselves, on behalf of their 

respective organisations – and the guesswork of those who had authored these texts was often 

not to be made explicit.  Indeed, if the success of a forged interpretation was not self-evident to 

its respective readers, then it would have failed.  Thus, in many of the email discussions of 

drafting documents for DSF, there a lot of innuendo.  There was an expectation that all readers 

would read between the lines.    

                                                      

79 26th July 2006. 
80 21st June 2006. 
81 2nd August 2006.  George, email.  Given the previous emails, this was definitely not a joke. 
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After a particularly long meeting, George and I walked up a flight of stairs together.  He told me 

that the effort to design DSF was all about homeopathy.  I asked him to explain.  He said that 

what they had to do was write the documents for the office so that all the different agencies 

could see hints of things they agreed with.  ‘You can’t go around pandering to the agendas of 

particular agencies, because then you will alienate the others.  And you also can’t just throw 

buzzwords in all over the place, because then the whole thing stops making sense.’  We discussed 

this later over email, and he told me:    

“Homeopathy is…built on the…idea that water molecules contain the 'memory' of 
substances that were once contained in them. However, the truth is that homeopathic 
solutions are so dilute that there is no molecular evidence…of the original substance. So 
homeopathy works on placebo and faith. OK - so the DSF was once about poverty 
reduction through harmonization. These core concepts have become so diluted through 
the design and redesign process that there is no molecular evidence of them. So to 
achieve its goal of poverty reduction the DSF will operate on placebo and faith”82 

In this operation of placebo and faith, donors would have to recognise that their own interest 

would be served by documents detailing DSF, and that where they recognised the interests of 

others, these did not undermine their own benefits from the facility.  It should be noted that the 

placebo can be effective, whether it is based on reason, conjecture or delusion.  The interests 

intimated in these documents bear with them a sense of the missing, to be filled in by the 

interpretive work of each respective reader as they read between the lines.  If forged 

interpretations are to have any power in the struggle to establish DSF, they must ensure that the 

exact way they address various interest groups is in kept in doubt, so that people judge these 

documents for themselves and agree to them independently.  Thus, the sense of something 

missing, which is at the heart of apprehending interests, is an engine of power.  I take power, 

here, to mean the potential that actors have to act and relate in different ways.  It constitutes the 

‘field’ in which different actors interrelate.  The possibilities for such relations in DSF were 

delimited by the doubt and guesswork that actors undertook, as the fear and suspicion this 

generated placed harmonious work beyond their scope.     

* 

Fabian has argued that “in intellectual debates we always address adversaries not so much as they 

are but as we construe them; that is the difference between discursive and real fights” (2000: 11).  

                                                      

82 27th March 2006.  George. 
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The ethnography presented in this Chapter has shown how an initiative which intended to break 

down the barriers between different institutions, and dissolve their sense of boundedness, in fact 

led to much sharper conceptions of the differences between donor groups.  I have shown how 

misapprehensions of the interests of these donors were an engine of power, whether these were 

based on reason, conjecture or delusion.  Whilst this is an example of Fabian’s claim that 

adversaries are addressed as they are construed, I think it questions his conclusion that fights are 

therefore either ‘discursive’ or ‘real’.   

Maintaining doubt around interests is not the same as framing interests as imaginary.  Whilst I 

have shown several examples of the interests of others were apprehended in ways which were 

probably delusional, these were founded on (albeit misguided) interpretations of evidence, not on 

fantasy or invention.  Ethnography has shown how managing differing perceptions of interests 

can only travel a short distance in the struggle to broker multi-donor work.  In order resolve 

conflicts in a way which will weather different perceptions and unknown circumstances, 

interpretive work must maintain an element of uncertainty, so as to leave it for others to 

conclude that all was objectively well in the documents.  Thus, forged interpretations work 

because they are both discursive and real.  I take the notion of Objectivity up in earnest in the 

next Chapter.   

Strathern has suggested that curiosity is a mode of responsiveness which prompts people to be 

interested in several things at once: “as many as come into view” (Strathern 2006: 21).  

Ethnography has presented interest as a mode of responsiveness which prompts people to be 

interested in things which are out of view.  It has shown how speculation and guesswork around 

interests leads people to interpret visible evidence as a trace of that which might be dissimulated.  

In the term apprehension, I indicate that interests are to be interpreted in a wavering, hesitant 

mode of knowledge.  Questioning the assumptions behind the frameworks developed in other 

disciplines for understanding interests, this Chapter has shown interests as a mode of 

responsiveness – an adjunct to curiosity – rather than a property of people or organisations 

which might be deduced from their particular institutional position.    

Foucault has described how the anticipation of power leads to work on the self, describing how 

“he who is subjected to a field of visibility, and who knows it, assumes responsibility for the 

constraints of power” (Foucault 1977: 202).  This Chapter has described how anticipating the 

interests of others facilitates guesswork on what their responses might be, and how here, power 

has no possibility of effectiveness unless it leaves others to make their own responses without 
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making anyone’s interests visible.    

Such observations generate the first element of a model for power in doubt, which I will develop in 

the course of this dissertation.   

Inspired by Ingold’s work on lines (2007), I would like to establish the simple notion that the 

actors in my fieldsite responded to and anticipated each another, and that became important at 

particular moments of their work.  As Fig. 5 shows, we can map different actors involved in DSF 

as a model of many lines, twisting around each other, veering away, leading or following one 

another as they travelled along their respective paths on the journey of establishing DSF.   

Actors may anticipate and respond to each other in different ways, as they meet each other at 

different junctures on their journey.    

Fig. 5.  The journey of actors mapped as interacting lines 

 

Donors (mis)apprehend one another’s interests as they try to anticipate the movement of others.  

Misapprehension, like curiosity, “may or may not be anything one can do something with” 

(Strathern 2006: 20).  As fishermen move in open-ended, responsive ways, to increase the 

likelihood of getting a catch (Schneider 2007/8), the movement of donors in Indonesia is 

unpredictable and contingent.  Their journeys can only be known when movement has ceased – 

when social life is in progress, it is in doubt.  In the rest of this dissertation I imagine these lines as 

threads which, as we come to trace them, enable us to understand how the social life of donors 
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moves.  This provides an alternative to the marble run model of interests, premised as it is on 

anticipating the possibilities of social relationships, rather than reading them as a set of gradients.   

In the next Chapter I will introduce the second aspect of this model, which explores how 

different actors decide upon, evaluate and change their direction of travel.    
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Chapter 2 
Objective:  A direction for travel 

 

When I showed an early draft of the previous Chapter to a friend, she said that she couldn’t help 

but take sides as she read my writing.  She said that reading about the conflicts at DSF, she 

immediately felt compassion for certain actors, angry towards others and – whether or not this 

was the ‘point’ of my writing – a sense that certain people were to blame for the difficulties of 

the facility.  Such a reaction is bad news for anthropological work.  In an anonymous survey 

which I had administered after the end of my fieldwork, one informant had warned:  “How 

(Amy) handles the sensitive material she has access to will determine DFID’s approach to 

subsequent initiatives”83.  If my writing was seen to favour certain individuals or certain agencies, 

or if the ethnography as a whole sparked waves of blame and recrimination, my analysis would 

be discredited and DFID (and perhaps other international aid donors) would close down 

fieldwork access for future anthropological researchers.        

There was another major danger, evident throughout my fieldwork, in that access to 

ethnographic data could be restricted if informants did not understand the objective of my study.  

As one informant, also commenting in the post-fieldwork survey said: “Most people in 

Indonesia know Amy and her work and often times don’t understand what she is doing or what 

is her point? I know she is attempting to look at donor coordination from an anthropological 

perspective, but why? What purpose does this serve?”84.  As ethnography will show in this 

Chapter, having an ‘objective’ was a deeply resonant notion for my informants.  It has been a 

troubling notion for anthropological research, as scholars have interrogated the effects of coining 

an academic ‘mission’ (Strathern 2004), and flagged the danger that specifying the usefulness of 

ethnographic work in advance will circumvent the processes whereby its value accrues (Strathern 

2006).  Throughout my fieldwork, it was a struggle to communicate the value of my research 

without making promises which couldn’t be kept, and without pre-empting the analysis which 

would forge that value in the first place.       

                                                      

83 August 2007.  Feedback survey. 
84 August 2007.  Feedback survey. 
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In this Chapter I will attempt to write a way through these two sets of difficulties, both of which 

have, on occasion, threatened to derail my research programme.  Showing how the two sets of 

issues can be intertwined, I suggest that when power is in doubt, we may need to understand the 

notion of ‘objective’ simultaneously as an expression of purposes and goals, and as a quality of 

fairness, impartiality and independence.  All of this will generate the second element of the 

theoretical model of power in doubt, to be developed in this dissertation. 

To begin, ethnography will establish a contrast between dealing with such issues in relation to 

DSF, and dealing with them in the context of other kinds of donor work.   

“We’re not wrong” 

Before I started my PhD fieldwork I worked for three months as a consultant for DFID, helping 

to write a report on the political economy of Indonesia85.  The report was being written for the 

ADB, who were in the midst of preparing their Country Strategy for Indonesia.  In a small team 

of international consultants and Indonesian researchers we worked to understand why the ADB 

was struggling to process their loans, whilst the Japanese and the World Bank were having more 

success – and tried to locate their difficulties in the tumultuous political economy of reformasi 

Indonesia.  We interviewed a number of elite figures in Jakarta, speaking with forty or so senior 

officials in the Government of Indonesia, and leaders in business, NGOs and donors.  We then 

discussed what we had been told in these interviews, combined it with information from a 

literature review, and set about drafting the report.   

A debate emerged in the course of the drafting, as I became uncomfortable with some of the 

analysis in the text, feeling that it wasn’t backed up with enough evidence.  This is a discomfort 

that many academics have felt when working as consultants, and with his own PhD in the social 

sciences and previously experience as a University Lecturer, my colleague understood my 

reservations.  “The thing is…we’re not wrong” he pressed upon me.  He was speaking here in a 

personal capacity86, rather than formally representing his organisation.  He asked me to respond 

personally too – not as an anthropologist but as a person who could believe things, even if they 

couldn’t prove them.      

                                                      

85 The contract agreed for this work specified that I could combine this experience with the participant observation 
to be conducted for my PhD, and describes my intellectual property rights over the ethnographic material which 
was gathered.  
86 We discussed the use of this ethnographic material, and he asked me to highlight this fact. 
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The important thing about being “not wrong” is that other people agree with you.  Then, the 

basis for claims need not spelled out empirically, because no challenge is being mounted towards 

them.  I found out later that there was in fact a good amount of empirical evidence for many of 

the claims we made in our report, even if we had not reflected its contestations and caveats.  Our 

report made some sensible, modest suggestions for the ADB which had enough empirical 

grounding to satisfy them.  We weren’t wrong – at least, not wrong in ways which would be 

problematic – and had collected enough evidence to meet the objectives of the consultancy. 

The suggestion of our report was that the country-context of Indonesia was complicated, that 

reformasi had made it difficult for donors to negotiate within the political economy, and that the 

ADB needed better access to ‘country-knowledge’ in order to make loans successfully (Heymans, 

Pollard and Budiyati 2005).  This analysis provided a slightly stronger footing for the ADB office 

in Indonesia to discuss their problems with ADB headquarters in the Philippines because, as an 

external consultancy team, we were not seen to be influenced by their interests and incentives.  

As was described in Chapter 1, ADB had a small staff in Indonesia compared to agencies like the 

World Bank, and our report suggested that their problems might be improved if they either 

expanded their team, or worked more closely with the teams of other donors.  I suspect that for 

the ADB managers in Indonesia who commissioned our report, this was not a particularly new 

analysis or radical suggestion.  However, it was useful to them because our report consolidated 

their knowledge, interpreted it against that of others in Indonesia and reflected it in an impartial 

way – which would be a useful tool in discussions with ADB headquarters.   

In saying “we’re not wrong”, my colleague was effectively saying “there is coherence in the 

interpretation of these events...Networks of support and validation are not going to fail.” (Mosse 

2005 cf. Latour 1996).  From our interviews, there was a relatively consistent story emerging 

about the ADB’s work, and even if there was reason to doubt the evidence being used to 

substantiate it, it was unlikely that this would be used to doubt the report itself.  Mosse argues 

that objectivity accrues as we maximise the ability of others to object to our work (2005: 14).  We 

shared a draft of our report with key donor staff to verify that we were “not wrong”.  I would 

suggest that in Mosse’s terms, the report was objective enough to meet its objective of providing 

useful input to the ADB.   

As Chapter 1 has described, interpretations of events in DSF were not coherent.  Whilst there 

was some consensus that ‘interests’ were at the heart of the difficulties of the facility, the 

interpretation of these interests was steeped in contestation.  There was doubt over the validity 
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of interpretations in both the ADB consultancy and the DSF.  In the former, however, the doubt 

didn’t matter – my empirical reservations were fundamentally irrelevant because there was enough 

evidence to demonstrate the point which was important.  Chapter 1 has shown how during my 

fieldwork at DSF, doubt did matter, as it became an engine of power itself.   

My research data on DSF covers the period from September 2004 to June 200787, the period 

when initiative was being established.  Mosse’s book, Cultivating Development (2005), has shown 

how development works, describing how ‘success’ is produced when heterogeneous entities are 

translated into material and conceptual order (cf. Latour 2000).  My work cannot talk about 

success because the material on which it draws only covers the beginnings of a development 

initiative.  For this reason it also cannot talk about failure.  Instead, the ethnography describes 

struggle and difficulty in development work.  I will suggest in this Chapter that these conditions 

require a particular approach to ‘objectivity’.         

This is paired with particular ways in which objectives were significant, a topic which I turn to 

now.  

1. Objectives: purposes, goals, inputs and evaluation 

One of the major tasks being undertaken in the office during the first few months of my 

fieldwork was establish and clarify the objective of DSF.  There was a very strong concern that 

the DSF should not be promoting “harmonisation for its own sake”, and needed to show how 

harmonised work would be more effective in reaching wider development objectives.  It was 

critical that harmonisation was a means to an end, not an end in itself.  Informants had a very 

precise understanding of the differences between an ‘objective’, a ‘purpose’, and a ‘goal’, borne 

of their familiarity with planning techniques which are common within the development 

industry, particularly ‘Logical Frameworks’.   

Logical Frameworks are a tool developed first by USAID in the 1970s for project analysis 

(Gasper 1996).  The original tool distinguished between four levels of objectives:  ‘Inputs’, 

‘Outputs’, ‘Purposes’ and ‘Goals’.  In using the tool, causal linkages between the different levels 

are specified and checked, and assumptions are identified which are needed if these connections 

are to be valid.  Indicators are used to measure the degrees to which various levels of objectives 

have been fulfilled.  Over the last fifty years the Logical Framework has been taken up across the 

development industry, and adapted in myriad ways.  Whilst they remain a primary planning tool 
                                                      

87 It also draws on comments made on drafts of this dissertation, made in 2008. 
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for DFID, some agencies have turned to a variation, the ‘Results Framework’, which aims to set 

the planning of development work in its wider context88.  Box 1 reproduces an original 

document sent by DFID to CARE, explaining the logic of a Logical Framework and showing 

how each section might be filled in for one particular variation of the form. 

Box 2:  The logic of a Logical Framework (original document as sent by DFID to CARE, 1997) 

                                                      

88 See http://www.ausaid.gov.au/ausguide/pdf/ausguideline2.2.pdf 

BOX 1:  “The ‘logic’ of the logical framework turns on three hypotheses:  

• If these Activities are implemented, and these Assumptions hold, then these Outputs will be delivered  

• If these Outputs are delivered, and these Assumptions hold, then this Purpose will be achieved.  

• If this Purpose is achieved, and these Assumptions hold, then this Goal will be achieved.”  

These are set within a 4x4 grid: 

Objectives Measurable indicators Means of verification Important assumptions 
GOAL: 

Wider problem the 
project will help to 

resolve 

 
Quantitative ways of 

measuring or 
qualitative ways of 

judging claimed 
achievement of goal 

 
Cost-effective 
methods and 

sources to quantity 
or assess indicators 

(Goal to supergoal) 
External factors 

necessary to sustain 
objectives in the long run

PURPOSE: 
The immediate impact 
on the project area or 
target group, i.e. the 

change or benefit to be 
achieved by the project 

 
Quantitative ways of 

measuring or 
qualitative ways of 

judging claimed 
achievement of 

purpose 

 
Cost-effective 
methods and 

sources to quantity 
or assess indicators 

(Purpose to Goal) 
External conditions 
necessary if achieved 
project purpose is to 

contribute to reaching 
project goal 

OUTPUTS: 
These are the 

specifically deliverable 
results expected from 

the project to attain the 
purpose 

 
Quantitative ways of 

measuring or 
qualitative ways of 

judging timed 
production of outputs

 
Cost-effective 
methods and 

sources to quantity 
or assess indicators 

(Outputs to Purpose) 
Factors out of project 

control which, if present, 
could restrict progress 

from outputs to 
achieving project 

purpose 

ACTIVITIES: 
These are the tasks to 

be done to produce the 
outputs 

INPUTS: 

This is a summary of 
the project budget 
(sub-budgets and 

total) 

 
Financial outturn 
report as agreed in 
grant agreement 

(Activity to Output) 
Factors out of project 

control which, if present, 
could restrict progress 

from activities to 
achieving outputs 
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The DSF Logical Framework was an important part of the effort to win funding for ‘Phase 2’ of 

the facility.  Discussions over its design centred on one particular issue, of how to incorporate 

the objective of poverty reduction.  Commenting on an early draft of the Logical framework, 

Tim was concerned that critics of the aid effectiveness agenda would criticise DSF for not 

making sufficient linkages with ‘development outcomes’.  He suggested that “the purpose (and the 

success of the DSF) will and should ultimately be measured in terms of development impacts”89 

(my italics) and suggested a range of changes to the document to make it more “outcome 

focused”.  George, who was leading the design of the Logical Framework, described his 

reservations about changing the document as Tim had suggested:  “...the Goal of all DFID 

programmes has to be poverty elimination as measured by the (Millennium Development Goals) 

(the super goal).  There are many ways to achieve this, and in this case we are tackling poverty 

elimination through the lens of decentralized service delivery through local government in 

Indonesia – the goal.  This is the end state to which the DSF contributes – but cannot achieve on 

its own (even if the programme is 100% successful).  ...  The purpose is what the programme 

should achieve by programme end.  The achievement of this purpose should be fully within the 

scope of the programme.  So for me, the purpose of the programme is concerned with 

harmonizing the donors to improve aid effectiveness in support of Indonesian-led 

decentralization.” (my italics).  George was concerned that DSF should not incorporate the 

poverty impact objective within the purpose, because this would leave it a “hostage to poverty 

reduction fortune”90, when the programme came to be evaluated.            

Tim countered that there were evaluation techniques being developed across the world which 

would be able to account for the external factors which might derail DSF’s effort for poverty 

reduction.  He argued that the distinctiveness of harmonised work did not change how it could 

and should be monitored:  “The (Logical Framework) provides the road map for a journey from 

inputs to outcomes.  In the case of this programme the journey is a particularly long one.  It is a 

long journey because there is a considerable distance from the provision of our inputs to the end 

destination (the poor).  Along the way, we hope that our inputs will improve existing mechanisms 

and processes that are already providing some benefits to poor people.  Through these 

                                                      

89 7th March 2006.  Tim, email. 
90 A large range of factors might derail attempts to improve service delivery to poor people in Indonesia.  DSF 
would only be able to mitigate a few of these, and might find that its efforts for improving service delivery were 
simply swamped by the rate of change elsewhere.  If the success of DSF (and with it, DFID’s funding) was indexed 
by the success of Indonesian service delivery for poor people, there DSF might be setting itself up for failure.   
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improvements we hope that more people will benefit from the programmes and thus we will 

have got to the end of the journey.  However, just because the journey is long does not mean we 

should not be accountable for ensuring that inputs get there!”91 (my italics).  He described how it 

would be possible, if challenging, to establish a causality chain which would link inputs of DSF to 

poverty reduction, and suggested that placing poverty reduction at purpose level would strengthen 

the initiative, and increase levels of support for it both within DFID and with other donors.  A 

few days later, after a strong steer was received from senior officials at DFID Headquarters in 

London, a commitment of poverty reduction was indeed incorporated into the purpose of DSF. 

This debate reveals how whilst there was no doubt that the objective of DSF was poverty 

reduction, the way in which this should be mapped in planning documents had to anticipate how 

DSF might be held accountable.  For George, it was a concern because DSF might be held 

accountable for the consequences of events beyond their control; for Tim, techniques of 

accounting could be trusted to avoid making such unfair judgements.  These practices of 

reflexivity over accounting has a parallel with the ways the reflexive ways in which people have 

used neo-liberal, lawyerly language to make their property visible before the law (Riles 2004).  

Riles describes how such practices have caused problems in relationships between ethnographers 

and those using property discourse, as informants assert ownership rights in anthropological 

knowledge, universities demand proof that informants have consented to giving ‘their’ 

knowledge, and ethnographic knowledge becomes used as a tool of expert intervention in legal 

debates (2004: 777).  She argues that we can use these encounters to reveal boundaries between 

the disciplines of law and anthropology and, by establishing legal knowledge itself as an object of 

anthropological study, understand their respective techniques for relating means to ends.   

Riles shows how legal doctrine aims to solve social problems, not to describe the social world as 

ethnography does.  It does so, however through a “nested set of means and ends” (2004: 783), 

where doctrine is made by cumulating acts of regulation, the decisions of judges, and scholarly 

thinking of judicial decision-making – all of which are means to particular ends.  As these are 

nested, the “ends of one analytical practice become the means of the next” (2004: 783).  Riles 

describes the means-ends relation which organises doctrine as an “analytic” (2004:784), through 

which we can understand how lawyers value their knowledge “not as a means to an end, nor an 

end in itself, but as a pure problem-solving means” (2004: 790).  

                                                      

91 8th March 2006.  Tim, email. 
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We might understand the “logic” of the Logical Framework to be, in Riles’ terms, an analytic.  

The different parts of the grid knit each element of DSF work into a coherent strategy, nested 

within its goals and purposes.  It is a tool for relating means to ends.  However, I would suggest 

that in the same way as anthropological studies of property have imputed instrumentalism to 

their object, rather than describing it ethnographically (Riles 2004: 783), we may interpret my 

informants concern about objectives (as detailed above) to break the false alternative between 

ends and means.  This is underlined as the politics of objectives is brought into view.     

One of my closest informants once told me about a mistake which is commonly made around 

the objective which was leading most donor agencies during my fieldwork:  the Millennium 

Development Goals (MDGs)92.  He described how he didn’t think the MDGs were ever ends in 

themselves, but indicators of progress within the political economy of societies which were 

redistributing resources towards poor people.  He suggested that it would be possible to achieve 

the MDG of getting children into primary schools even within an autocratic regime, where 

people were leading lives of desperate poverty in all other respects.  In his view, it would be 

better to make shifts in the political economies of autocratic regimes, because this would have 

numerous benefits for poor people, including sending more children to school.  He positioned 

this view as a combination of ‘Liberal’ and ‘Neo-con’ perspectives.  Liberals, he described, don’t 

want to impinge on other people’s sovereignty, they just want to reduce poverty for the good of 

people, as laid out in the MDGs.  Neo-cons believe there is a moral responsibility to fight the 

evil which causes poverty.  Evil is caused by bad governance and lack of democracy.  Therefore, 

neo-cons argue that development assistance should intervene to change political regimes and 

make them democratic.  My informant’s own perspective was that there should be no 

assumption that ‘democracy’ will always lead to better outcomes for poor people, and that 

poverty should be understood as a relative concept93, rather than a fact to be ‘measured’ by 

MDG indicators.  His view combined ‘liberal’ values with ‘neo-con’ interventionism, to conclude 

that the most effective way to reduce poverty was always political.  

I would suggest that this perspective frames development as a sphere of politics, following 

Agamben, where aid is nothing more than a means, but which liberates itself from any relation to 

ends (2000).  It is, in Agamben’s terms, a “gesture”, which makes aid visible as a means of social 

transformation.  Whilst my informants had contrasting views on the efficacy of development, 

                                                      

92 28th February 2006. 
93 My informant indicated that this was argued by Townsend (1979). 
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and would certainly disagree about the perspective outlined above, the debate over the Logical 

Framework reveals their shared concern with the visibility of aid – the key ethic of 

accountability.  Whilst their discussion was ‘about’ how to incorporate a means-end relation, 

their concern over the Logical Framework anticipated the politics of this move.  The 

interpretation which could be forged to resolve this concern (see Chapter 1) was one which 

demonstrated how DSF would not be held to account “unfairly”.  The concern with objectives 

was not really a question of how to relate the means of DSF to its ends – everyone was actually 

in agreement that the overall goal was to reduce poverty, and this should be done by 

harmonising donor support for decentralisation.  It was a question of how to ensure that the 

journey DSF made in the direction of reducing poverty was visible, not whether it reached an 

end (a fixed point).  In this sense, I would suggest that objectives were significant in my fieldsite 

not an end, but as a direction for travel.   

The only ‘end’ which was relevant to resolving the Logical Framework discussion, was the end of 

programme funding which would prompt evaluation work.  It was less a question of having a 

fixed point to arrive at, than of seeing how much progress could be made before the money ran 

out.  Of course, the end of poverty reduction was hugely important to the potential ‘success’ or 

‘failure’ of DSF; but the end of funding (and the audit associated with it) was important in terms 

of dealing with the concerns, difficulties and struggles which constitute my ethnographic focus.               

Let us now consider how this notion of objective, as a direction for travel, might engage with some 

of the dilemmas anthropologists have faced when dealing with questions of objectives in their 

own research.    

Objectives in anthropology 

In my pre-fieldwork training I was taught to expect my PhD research to change significantly as I 

gathered data, analysed and wrote with it.  Although it was important to do preparatory reading, 

construct research questions and anticipate issues in the field, my teachers impressed on me that 

ethnographic research needed to respond to the exigencies of fieldwork, and take seriously what 

it found.  It was only recently, as my peers and friends reached the final stages of writing up, that 

we became comfortable describing what our dissertations were ‘going to do’.  Deferring the need 

to specify the ‘objective’ of our research was analogous to cultivating its quality, as we worked 

out what the objective of our studies could be, given the material they had generated.  Here then, 

objectives are not a goal which research works towards, but a purpose which it discovers 

through the ethnographic process.   
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Maintaining this deferral, and even practicing a little etok-etok (see Chapter 1), has been an 

important means for anthropologists to hold onto access and maintain their freedom to explore 

the field.  Leach describes how he “stuck to (his) script”, when grilled on the subject by his 

informants, and speaks of his great relief when they declared that his research was ‘pointless’ 

(2008).  In this circumstance, presenting a limited version of his objectives enabled him to make 

clear that his research was in no way going to threaten or intervene in the sensitive political 

disputes which his informants were engaged in.  My teachers described how, in some 

circumstances, it might be better not specify research objectives in detail.  Informants might 

decide that these objectives were not of interest to them, and therefore withdraw access for the 

study.  They might determine access in a way beyond the anthropologist’s control, by delimiting 

the people with whom an anthropologist can speak or restricting topics of conversation.  Such 

reactions would undermine the effort to collect data expansively, curtail academic independence 

and make it more difficult to develop analysis in an inductive way.  The need to defend these 

prerequisites for ethnography should therefore be balanced with a range of ethical 

considerations, particularly the need to protect the interests of informants in anthropological 

research94.  Often, of course, this was less a matter of deliberately withholding the objectives of 

ethnography so much as researchers not yet having clarity on what they might be.        

The principal of inductive research means that, as one of my friends put it “we turn everything 

into data”.  Even the most difficult aspects of the research process are rendered productive in 

analysis, and often, the difficult parts of research are those which become most interesting.  

Sitting on the grass one spring day in Cambridge, one of my friends described a very vivid dream 

she’d had95.  In the dream she had been in a supervision with Marilyn Strathern.  They were 

sitting opposite one another, with a little table between them, and on the table lay a sewing 

needle.  In the middle of conversation, Marilyn suddenly picked up the needle from the table and 

stabbed it right through her own ear.  My friend was speechless with shock as blood dribbled 

down Marilyn’s hand.  “What do you think just happened then?" Marilyn asked her.  "Um...you 

just pierced your ear with a needle”, my friend replied.  Marilyn opened her hand to reveal the 

remains of a plastic sachet, which had contained a small amount of fake blood.  Wiping off her 

ear, she revealed how she had simply pierced the sachet to give the appearance of piercing 

herself.  “You didn't see it because you flinched”, said Marilyn.   

                                                      

94 See http://www.theasa.org/ethics.htm 
95 She has kindly permitted me to relay this story. 
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Anthropologists often use moments of ‘flinching’ in the research process to introduce a key 

problematic in their work.  Mosse describes the vigorous objections to his ethnographic account, 

and shows how it was a spur for his effort towards a notion of objectivity which does not stand 

“above the fray” (2005: xi).  Riles uses her own “failure” to teach law doctrine to demonstrate 

the difficulty of relating the knowledge of anthropologists and lawyers on property (2004).  

Anderson describes his blind rage over a street fight between “colonials” and upper-class 

English students to introduce the problematic at the heart of his analysis of Indonesian politics 

(1990: 1).   

Thus, anthropology turns research lemons into analytic lemonade.  This effort is constituted by 

the commitment to inductive research.  As such, it is responsive and founded on the principle 

that we take seriously what we find in the world.  Deferring objectives and purposes in research 

gives anthropologists the flexibility to incorporate difficult moments of flinching into the 

ethnographic method.  In this way it is a means to a means.  In Agamben’s terms (see p. 81, this 

Chapter), it is a gesture.       

Pollyanna anthropology 

In the belief that the ethnographic method could make difficult moments productive, I 

approached the troubles of my fieldwork site with optimism.  I felt that almost anything that 

happened in DSF, whether ‘good’ or ‘bad’ from my informants’ point of view, could be 

interesting for my work, and even contended that critiques of my anthropological work would be 

useful.  George teased me for my naivety, sending emails such as the below:     

Subject: “Polly-Anna in Hell” 

“Polly-Anna goes to hell. Confronted with the fires of eternal damnation she shrinks 
from the fire, and comments: “Nice and warm here. No more down jackets or funny 
straw hats forever96!” Polly-Anna then gazes at the desolate landscape and comments, 
"seems like a great place to hike – or perhaps I should use my bike97!" Scanning the local 
population undergoing eternal torment, she smiles and concludes, “I bet there's enough 
interesting people here for a whole social anthropology conference.””98 

 

                                                      

96 Several informants remarked on my straw sun-hat being funny. 
97 I used to ride a bike around Jakarta, much the amusement of the neighbourhood – people used to call ‘bule naik 
sepeda’ (white person on a bike!) when they saw me. 
98 15th March 2006.  George, email. 
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Comparing me to the little girl99 in Eleanor H. Porter’s children’s book, who always looked on 

the bright side of life, George suggested that my insistence that the difficulties at DSF could be 

analytically productive in the future, made them more challenging to cope with at the time.  

George was also concerned that my writing might be dangerous for him and his colleagues, 

saying once that he was “very, very worried about it”100.  The concern was not so much that the 

initiatives I described would be criticised in my account, but that specific individuals and 

agencies could be blamed for things that had gone wrong when my writing exposed them.  As 

my fieldwork went on and the difficulties in DSF became more serious, this concern became 

more intense.  One informant, writing in the post-fieldwork survey suggested how attitudes to 

ethnographic research changed in different circumstances:  “DFID likes to believe that it is 

transparent and open to objective criticism.  I am confident this is the case when things go well.  

However, when initiatives encounter difficulties there is an institutional proclivity to circle the 

wagons”101.  These concerns culminated in the dispute I will describe in the second part of this 

Chapter.   

As was mentioned in this dissertation’s Introduction, two methodological techniques have been 

developed to reduce the risk that those reading my anthropological work will seek to allocate 

blame to my informants.  The first is a system for handling data.  All of my ethnographic 

material has been coded as “on the record”, “off the record” or “confidential”.  “On the record” 

material is used in ways which might identify key actors to others who have ‘inside knowledge’ of 

my fieldsite.  “Off the record” material is not used in ways which might identify key actors.  

“Confidential” material does not feature at all in my ethnographic writing, although it does 

support the interpretation and use of “on the record” and “off the record” material.  Wherever 

possible I confirmed the status of information given102, and recording levels of sensitivity around 

material was a core concern of my fieldnotes103.  Within the text of this dissertation, a range of 

                                                      

99 Commenting on a draft of this Chapter, George said that his use of the term ‘Pollyanna’ was not intended to 
reflect my age or gender. 
100 February 2006. 
101 August 2007.  Feedback survey. 
102 In formal interviews I always asked if informants would like to take material ‘off the record’.  The status of 
almost all emails and other documents was confirmed under British Government legislation (see Chapter 3), and the 
rest was personally checked by heads of agency.  I attempted to give informants some idea of how informal 
interactions are used in ethnography by bringing ethnographic texts into to the office and sharing them with 
informants.  I attempted to facilitate withdrawal from the process whereby such interactions were transformed into 
ethnographic notes (see p. 84, this Chapter). 
103 My informants’ sensitivities are not the only factor in whether I use material as ‘on the record’, ‘off the record’ or 
‘confidential’.  I seek to make ethnographic descriptions from rich, extraneous detail, but consider there to be no 
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literary devices are used to moderate the extent to which actors are identifiable in “on the 

record” and “off the record” data.   

Coding for sensitivity was often quite interesting in and of itself, as different informants would 

treat the same information with different degrees of caution.  Overall, younger, more junior 

people were more wary, whereas older, more senior people were often astonishingly bold.  I 

discussed this with Fred, one of the World Bank’s senior economists, and he explained that older 

people had a better sense of perspective:  “that’s experience in life, that it matters less than 

people think it does.  Younger people think that there is better information out there, or what 

they say is going to do ‘X’.  When you get older you realise – you’re just not that powerful!”104.  

This is a rather reassuring thought for those worrying about the interpretation of a doctoral 

dissertation.     

The second technique – a “staggered feedback system” – will share my work with all informants 

in a controlled way, so that there is an opportunity to discuss any issues with interested parties 

before the text enters the public domain.  Of course, there are no guarantees that these efforts 

will be successful, as the author of a text can never control its life beyond the page.  Nor can my 

informants anticipate all the risks which might be generated by my ethnography105.  Rather than 

working exclusively to mitigate risks, then, this dissertation will seek to ensure that they are 

worth it, by protecting the interests of informants as I make a significant contribution to 

disciplinary knowledge.  As was shown in Chapter 1, my informants held an array of interests, 

often in competition with one another.  This brings us to a further problem:  how can 

conflicting, polyvalent, misapprehended interests be protected in anthropological writing? 

Objective as a direction for travel 

The answer, as Polly-Anna might have hoped, can be derived from the ethnographic analysis 

which has presented objectives as a direction for travel in my fieldsite.     

This notion of objectives supports a distinction between ‘blame’ and ‘critique’.  In understanding 

objectives as a direction for travel, we see interests as oriented towards the future.  My 

informants valued the feedback which an anthropological study could provide on their work, and 
                                                                                                                                                                     

academic interest in details which are gratuitous.  I therefore deliberately disguise some material, even where it was 
given “on the record”, if I consider it to have a high potential to provoke blame, and a lesser potential to provoke 
analytic interest.        
104 16th May 2007.  Fred. 
105 Thanks to George, for this point.  It is particularly important for him, perhaps, because he signed the DFID 
contract which agreed my access for ethnographic fieldwork. 
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were not concerned per se by the idea that it might reflect negatively on them.  My first interview 

with David, Country Head of the World Bank, clarified the distinction.  On the one hand he 

gave my research strong backing, opening a range of data sources to me, and saying that he 

would “like nothing more than a devastating anthropological critique of the World Bank”106.  On 

the other, when commenting on an early draft of some ethnographic writing, he questioned a 

description I had made of “weaknesses” which had been identified in early stages in the facility, 

suggesting that “challenges” might be a better word.  Both these terms are negative, but the latter 

suggests a future orientation, and the sense that my ethnographic analysis will support the 

direction of travel being pursued by my informants.  Thus, to protect the interests of informants 

in my fieldsite is to provide analysis which will support efforts to improve their work in the 

future (see the Conclusion of this dissertation).  Blame, of course, is an analytic movement in the 

opposite direction.   

As a direction for travel, rather than an end, this notion of objective might bring together 

conflicting, polyvalent, misapprehended interests into something which can be used to appraise 

the ethics of ethnography.  Whatever the interests which my informants may or may not have 

had in DSF (see Chapter 1), they made an explicit, formal, collective commitment to the 

direction of travel which the facility would pursue.  They anticipated and sought out assessment 

of their work in terms of this direction of travel.  Even if ethnographic writing was to challenge 

some interests of my informants (exposing, questioning or critiquing them), I suggest that my 

anthropological study will be ethically sound if it supports the objective of their work, which has 

been conveniently crystallised in the Logical Framework of DSF.  This also constitutes a limit to 

my dissertation’s analytic reach (see p. 102, this Chapter).            

In another Polly-Anna twist then, Logical Frameworks – a kind of Mission Statement – may 

create possibilities for academic exploration, rather than closing them down (Strathern 2004).  

Strathern describes how when academics are compelled to write Mission Statements about their 

work, they must produce language which is “actively opposed to the task of education” (2004: 13 

original emphasis).  Mission statements erode the possibility for analysing the texts through 

which they are written, because there is no argumentative structure underlying them.  The logic 

of these documents is that the knowledge of the university must be asserted and made explicit, 

but this undermines the very operations through which this knowledge might be generated.  

Thus, in her view, mission statements are anathema to academic work because “you can not do 

                                                      

106 24th March 2006. 
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intellectual operations on them.  They allow no growth.  They create no knowledge” (Strathern 

2006: 194).       

This dissertation is centrally concerned with doubt.  I contend that in these circumstances, the 

“anti-meaning” of the Mission Statement (Strathern 2004) offers space within which 

ethnography can operate.  As Chapter 1 discussed, the conflicting, polyvalent interests of 

informants were not made explicit in formal documents – and disputes over the Logical 

Framework were to be resolved without trace in the document, using techniques of “anti-

meaning” (etok-etok, see Chapter 1), to smooth away evidence of contestation.  As my research 

has no possibility of speaking of “success” or “failure”, it can contribute to the effort to make 

aid visible as a means of social transformation, without contesting the systems of audit which 

have been designed to assess DSF once the initiative is complete.  One of my informants once 

said that he saw my anthropological study as part of his “risk-mitigation strategy”; that it would 

help people to understand the difficulties at DSF, if the facility was eventually seen to “fail”.  I 

believe that my work may contribute to the objective of my informants, as it traces the gestures 

(c.f. Agamben 2000) which emerge from an analytic focus on difficulty and struggle, rather the 

means-end relation which emerges from a focus on “success” or “failure”.  Another way to 

describe making an analytic gesture is to “make a point”.  I prefer Agamben’s term as it captures 

the dynamism and distinctiveness of each actor’s analytic work.     

This does not mean, of course, that there is any guarantee that anthropological work will succeed 

itself.  There is a possibility that analytic lemonade will be transformed into research lemon once 

more, and bring an acid sting not only to my own life and work, but to those of my informants.  

It is critical here to address ‘objective’ in the other sense in which it was important to my 

informants:  as a quality of fairness, impartiality and independence.   

2 Objectivity:  fairness, impartiality and independence  

A number of the difficulties at DSF were born of indigenous concerns about objectivity.  One of 

the major questions during the ‘design phase’ of the facility was how to ensure that its 

management structure, systems of governance, and rules of operation would not be weighted 

unfairly towards any particular donor agency.  It was critical that lines of accountability did not 

create “conflicts of interest” in the roles played by different people and agencies.   

For example, an audit conducted to assess ‘Phase 1’ of DSF (discussed further in Chapter 4), 

identified a concern that some members of the DSF Steering Committee were “not 



82 

 

independent”107.  The World Bank was the Trustee of DSF, but was also a member of the 

Steering Committee who acted to oversee and monitor the Trustee.  The UNDP was an 

implementation agency, but was also a member of the Steering Committee which made decisions 

about which implementing agencies would receive funds from DSF.  There was a concern that 

this created a conflict of interest, and the presence of both parties in the group meant that the 

Steering Committee as a whole was not able to act objectively.     

Scott, the Task Team Leader (head of DSF’s World Bank Trust Fund) was the Operations 

Manager of DSF.  He was the main representative of the World Bank, whilst also being involved 

in “programmatic issues” – deciding which programmes DSF would pursue, and which agencies 

and people would implement them.  There was a concern that Scott’s responsibilities for 

“operations” and “programming” should be separated, so that his decisions would be more 

impartial108.  Having two roles simultaneously was seen to create a risk that his decision-making 

would be unfair.            

This was also a problem for others who held more than one role simultaneously.  Priya and Saiba 

experienced some strain in their role as DFID staff members who were assigned to advise DSF 

– with staff within the World Bank raising questions about what authority they had to critique 

the work of the facility.  Emails outlined the difficulties of this role, and pressed for greater 

support from DFID:  “(Priya and Saiba) have a very difficult and complex task – part technical  

expert, part guardian of the vision, councillor, DFID’s hands and ears...the next few months will 

be critical in asserting (and demonstrating) the importance and (value added) of this role. .. We 

need to ensure that (Priya and Saiba) have access to the expertise (and support) of the entire 

DFID Indonesia team (and beyond)...This raises the question of who our advisors represent – 

whether DFID or the DSF?  As DFID’s primary objective is to ensure that the DSF delivers 

result, I would argue that there is no distinction between these roles.  DFID does not have any 

other agenda within the DSF – unlike every other organization.”109 

Here, the objective of DFID in DSF is used to claim that Priya and Saiba can provide objective 

advice to DSF, whilst simultaneously being DFID staff members.  Scott could not make 

objective decisions both about “programming” and “operations”, because he had a vested 

interest in channelling DSF work towards the World Bank.  Priya and Saiba could be objective 

                                                      

107 19th July 2006.  Various emails. 
108 19th July 2006.  DFID emails. 
109 This email is either from 12th June 2006, or 6th December 2006 (the date marking is ambiguous).  George, email. 
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DSF advisors and DFID staff, because the only interest DFID had in DSF, was the interest of 

the facility itself:  succeeding in reducing poverty through harmonised support for 

decentralisation.  Therefore, their simultaneous interests run in parallel rather than in conflict.     

However, as Chapter 1 has described, interests were important in DSF as they were guessed at, 

supposed and speculated upon.  Assertions that there was no conflict of interest would only be 

successful if all concerned had no doubts as to Saiba and Priya’s personal interests in DSF, the 

interests of DFID, and of DSF as a whole.  Unfortunately, as the instances here have shown, this 

was not the case.  This demonstrates the difficulty of designing ‘objective’ structures for 

decision-making in DSF.  These relied on efforts to eliminate conflicts of interest, but doubts 

around interests at work in the facility meant that, at least during my fieldwork, it was not 

possible to design a structure which was beyond criticism.   

Instead then, the design team worked to create structures of decision-making which could stand 

up to criticism, and could provide a robust defence against challenges to their independence, 

impartiality or fairness.  As Chapter 1 discussed, the design team worked to forge interpretations 

which would convince people that the structure of DSF was sound, anticipating how they could 

field questions, rather than stopping questions from arising.  Those reading the documents had 

to concur with such interpretations independently, if the documents were to be convincing about 

the independence of DSF.  They would be ‘objective’ in the sense that they could withstand the 

questions which would be generated by different perspectives and different circumstances.    

So, is this the same kind of objectivity which Mosse has coined in his claim that anthropology 

should maximise the potential for informants to object to research (2006)?  Does it provide any 

insights for anthropologists as they tackle questions of objectivity in their work?  Such questions 

were brought into sharp focus, when concerns over “conflicts of interest” came to be directed at 

my own research.   

At the end of March 2006, a concern arose around the kinds of activities I could take part in as 

part of my participant observation in the field.  I had been asked to help to comment on, edit 

and draft some of the documents which were being put together in the office.  Being directly 

involved in this work gave me a lot of scope to ask questions, engage with the issues which were 

foremost in my informants’ minds, and observe the life of the office ‘as it happened’ rather than 

as was relayed to me in interviews.  I was delighted by the opportunity.   



84 

 

Whilst some of my informants were pleased with my involvement, others felt it was an 

inappropriate and dangerous role for me to take up, which would damage my research.  Scott 

told me, “people are going to stop talking to you if you don’t get out of this”110.  He argued that 

it would be “impossible to be an observer and to be involved”111, saying that other people 

involved in the facility thought I was going to influence how the DSF was designed, which 

would make it impossible for me to write about the process objectively.  Referring to the design 

documents, he described a concern, namely that “you aren’t going to be neutral about the bits 

you wrote”112.  He said that other people saw a conflict of interests between participating in work 

to gather data, and using that data analytically.  

At the time, Scott presented these concerns not as his own but as those of others113.    

Correspondence between Megan and George, however, suggests that these were in fact issues he 

had raised himself in an effort to stop people copying me into email discussions and inviting me 

to certain meetings.  Megan was also concerned about these activities, and felt that they risked 

agitating the other partners involved in DSF.  She was uncomfortable with how my role in the 

office was changing, as I was no longer a DFID consultant, and was working independently on 

my ethnographic research114.  Megan was also concerned about the access I had to DFID files115 

containing internal emails and contractual arrangements, saying that she would be “very 

uncomfortable if these were circulated outside DFID”116.  She said she couldn’t understand why 

it was necessary me to have access to information at this level of detail, and thought that I should 

be able to skim read these documents and should have no need for copies of the original text117.   

George disagreed with Megan over these points, maintaining that my ethnographic research was 

clearly specified in the original contract which defined my initial role as a DFID consultant, and 
                                                      

110 27th March 2006.  Scott. 
111 27th March 2006.  Scott. 
112 27th March 2006.  Scott. 
113 Scott has a different memory of this conversation, but the voice recording confirms the account given here. 

114 This was explicitly agreed in the contract that was signed at the beginning of my consultancy work.  Megan was 
never comfortable with this arrangement. 
115 The files in question were part of QUEST archives, which are kept by all DFID staff to provide a record of 
important correspondence and documentation regarding their work.  I was given access to large volumes of this 
archive under the Freedom of Information Act (see also Chapter 3).        
116 28th March 2006.  Megan, email. 

117 Megan and I had discussed this issue, and I tried to explain that ethnographic writing relied on a high level of 
detail, and that copies of the original texts would enable me to do discourse analysis of them.  She personally 
approved hundreds of photocopied texts which I took away, having removed all contractual information.  I was 
given copies of other sections of the archive through the Freedom of Information Act.    
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subsequent role as a PhD researcher118.  He stressed that I was bound by confidentiality and 

disclosure rules both in this contract and by the ethical guidelines of my university and research 

council.  The activities I was participating in at the facility were part of my scholarly engagement 

with DSF, rather than indicating that I was working ‘for’ the facility or for DFID119.  I would 

conduct my research under guidance from himself and Mary, who had been appointed to lead 

the operations of DSF.  Both Mary and Scott had approved my position at the facility as an 

ethnographic researcher.  Speaking to me, George described how he was concerned about 

‘objectivity’ in his own way – stressing that my writing would have to avoid ‘selective reporting’ 

of events, and ensure that it did not ‘pick and mix’ only material which supported the main 

argument.     

The threat that these concerns would lead to a breakdown in the agreement which had allowed 

my ethnographic work at DSF eventually passed.  In subsequent months I was careful to avoid 

controversial activities within the field, doing interviews, document review and hanging out 

informally – but avoiding direct participation in the work of the office.  I avoided involving 

people in my research if they seemed uncomfortable with it, and sought to enable informants to 

withdraw from the process of data collection through simple everyday gestures120.  Apart from 

the concerns outlined in this incident, fieldwork activities only attracted relatively minor further 

criticisms121.   

Objectivity and power 

Let us consider how these concerns over objectivity relate to notions of power.  For Scott, my 

objectivity relied on avoiding a conflict of interests between my academic study, and the activities 

of the office.  The notion that I couldn’t both “be an observer and to be involved” was premised 

on the idea that by being involved, I would acquire interests in seeing certain aspects of the 

initiative succeed.  Seeing them succeed would reflect well on my own abilities, and I would 

therefore take a certain pride in trying to make them work – and would not be able to set this 

                                                      

118 28th March 2006.  My PhD research proposal was appended to the contract and approved with it.  Megan felt 
that George should not have had authority to approve this contract because she was head of DFID Indonesia.  
George disagreed, as an advisor at DFID South-East Asia which was supposed to oversee all regional DFID offices.     
119 I received no money for any of the activities I undertook as part of my participant observation at DSF.  During 
the initial consultancy I took a three month intermission from my 1+3 ESRC award.    
120 For example, lowering their voices, placing documents out of communal sight or placing documents in the bin.   
121 For example, one informant described in the post-fieldwork survey that they felt my wearing of different hats 
was inappropriate.  There were two other incidents in the field which were based on misunderstandings – and these 
were ironed out at the time.  
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aside in my later writing.  This was a problem in and of itself, and also because of the suspicions 

that would be generated.  Scott’s concerns were born of the notion that misapprehended 

interests are an engine of power (see Chapter 1), and that my research would be overpowered by 

the interests which would develop (or could be apprehended to develop) from ‘involvement’ in 

DSF work.       

By presenting the concerns as those of other people, he emphasised that the issue was around 

the misapprehension of interests, and could not be resolved if I, for example, forged an 

interpretation to say that being involved in the activities of informants is conventional for 

participant observation, and need not necessarily raise issues of ‘objectivity’.  Scott’s other 

concerns, communicated to Megan, spurred her worries about the ‘objective’ of my research – 

adding weight to her confusion as to why I would need access to the detail of DFID archives.  

For Megan, the objectivity of my study was to be assured by systems of accountability, and if I 

was no longer a DFID consultant, it was unclear to her how my work would be monitored.  This 

could be seen as a practical response to the risks of a fieldsite where power is in doubt.  If power 

relationships are underpinned by guesswork, then my conceit that the ethnography is orientated 

towards critique (rather than blame) cannot provide assurance by itself:  the direction of its 

analytic movement is for others to judge.   

George’s faith that my ethnography work would be sound was founded on its scrutiny – my 

fieldwork would be guided by himself and Mary, my dissertation would have to meet a variety of 

academic standards, and there would be an opportunity for all informants to provide feedback 

before it entered the public domain.  Here we can start to understand the connection between 

the two senses of ‘objective’ as a purpose or goal, and as fairness, impartiality and independence.  

Systems of accountability (which judge the direction of analytic movement) are designed around 

faith in a means-end relation.  The means-end relation does not need to be completed – it simply 

has to make movement visible (whether that is the action of DSF programmes, or the analysis of 

an anthropological thesis).     

Abamben suggests that we can understand the techniques of gesture through cinema (2000: 55).  

Each shot of a film preserves the dynamism of the gesture, whist also creating boundaries 

around the movement which render it symbolic.  Thus, it is different from both the still forms of 

the classical age, and movement in physical reality, because it is meaningful as a fragment of 

movement.  I would suggest that if we consider an objective as a direction for travel, then we might 

consider an audit to bear the same effects as the gesture in cinema.  Audits cut social action into 
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sections, making it visible as phase of movement in a particular direction.  Cutting social action 

in this way is symbolically powerful – it reckons the movement as ethical, or otherwise122. 

The editing of film means that gestures are only ever partially captured, so there is always doubt 

as to whether they properly represented or not.  The end of a film makes no sense without the 

means by which the end was arrived at, and even mime (which exhibits gestures addressed at 

familiar ends) is effective because of the media in which it works.  Thus, gesture is about being in 

a medium, and “making a means visible as such” (Agamben 2000: 58).  To flag the theme to be 

elaborated in Chapter 4, we could say the gesture is about process – it is an arena of development  

constituted through formal modes of bureaucracy which must be adhered to if work is to be 

legitimate.  A useful example of is the critical argument between the World Bank and DFID 

(described fully in Chapter 4), concerning audits.  The World Bank each had very different ideas 

about how the DSF should be audited – and how they could render the work of the facility as 

ethical within their own organisational regulations.  As DFID argued for an audit that would 

assess the developmental impact of DSF, and the World Bank argued for an audit that would not 

infringe its sovereign right to determine and commission its own evaluation exercises, each 

agency carved out a series of gestures that supported their position.  They pieced together their 

respective bureaucratic regulations to illuminate their fields of power – both asserting what they 

were capable of and entitled to do, and clarifying where their hands were tied.  As each tried to 

win the argument, the analytic gestures of each agency served as a play for power over the other 

– whilst simultaneously presenting their concerns as an unavoidable consequence of following 

bureaucratic rules. 

Here, we can see that gestures have an obfuscating quality – drawing connections between 

different elements of social life to explain social life itself, but in so doing they allow no room 

outside their own explanation.  Agamben suggests that the gesture “has precisely nothing to say 

because what it shows is the being-in-language of human beings as pure mediality” (2000: 59).  

In the same way that mission statements are “anti-meaning” (Strathern 2004), gestures suspend 

internal relations with other phases of movement.  Thus, being ‘in a medium’ might be 

important for cinema, in the same sense that ‘form’ has been shown to be important in 

bureaucracy (Riles 2000; Riles 2006)123.  Agamben points to the restrictions of gesture as 

communication: “the gesture is always a gesture of not being able to figure something out in 

                                                      

122 See Strathern 2000 for a description of the connection between audit and ethics. 
123 So, in the same way that Riles has shown aesthetic form to defy context as an analytic device (2000; 26). 
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language; it is always a gag in the proper meaning of the term, indicating...something that could 

be put in your mouth to hinder speech.”(2000: 59). 

This gag can be viewed ethnographically in the ways informants effaced themselves both when 

communicating with me, and to each other.  One informant, writing in the post-fieldwork 

survey, described what information they felt able to share with me, and what they withheld:  

“Share: Stakeholder interaction, conflict of interests, power bargaining schemes. Withhold: Our 

own position in the above”.  Just as Scott had been discreet about his own position in concerns 

over my objectivity, my informants were often discreet about the positions being held over 

difficulties at DSF, anonymising themselves and each other, and abstracting contention through 

organisational identities.  In these instances perhaps, doubt was not so much in their minds as in 

mine, as I wondered what might have been said were it not for the “gag” which forced their 

evasions.  Chapter 3 explores how my informants speech was hindered because of the politics of 

their relationships, describing how it was important not to ask certain questions in order to 

maintain the sovereignty of all concerned.  Whilst the encounter with an anthropologist was one 

moment when it was often important to be “gagged”, I suggest in Chapter 3 that this was 

fundamental to relations between donors and the Government of Indonesia.   

From all of this we might introduce a further element to the model of power in doubt, which I 

elaborate throughout this dissertation.  In Chapter 1 I suggested that the paths of different actors 

in DSF might be mapped as lines of thread, which trace their respective journeys as they 

anticipate and respond to each other.  We can mark out different sections of their movement as 

gestures, where we come to understand particular twists, turns and continuities in the journey as 

being symbolic – making action visible, and bounding it in a way which can be ethically 

scrutinised (see Fig. 6).  
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Fig. 6.  Visible phases of movement 

 

If the thread being traced was DSF as a whole, then one gesture might be ‘Phase 1’ of its 

activities, and another might be ‘Phase 2’.  However, gestures are not only those phases of 

movement which have a direct correlate in formal auditing.  They might be any phase of 

movement where action becomes visible, and therefore open to scrutiny:  where there is some 

kind of narrative reasoning which explains the symbolism of movement.  So, for example, if 

there was a thread mapping how DFID Indonesia came to champion DSF, you might draw a 

gesture around the way that Janu set Megan the deadline of setting up the office in time for the 

conference in Paris (see Chapter 1).  In this way, we might understand gestures as the analysis of 

phases of social action, where social life is portioned up, articulated and explained.  They are a 

means to a means (Riles 2004), as they enable reflection on various parts of the journeys which 

actors make.  Depending on their analysis, different people might carve up a journey into 

different kinds of gestures (see Fig. 7).    
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Fig. 7.  Alternative views make movement visible in different ways 

 

The difficulty of deciding where the boundaries of each gesture might be drawn is born of the 

difficulty of separating different pieces of analysis from one another.  It there was constantly a 

sense in DSF that one set of difficulties were bleeding into each another, and it was often 

difficult to tell what contention was ‘about’.  Megan described how initial concerns about the 

way the facility was set up had left some ‘bruising’ amongst partners, which increased sensitivities 

over the various issues associated with its development124.  Informants might choose one issue to 

raise as a contention, whilst they were actually concerned about several issues (for example, in 

Chapter 1 where Henk was upset that ADB had been co-opted to the DSF without their formal 

consent, but only raised the issue as a challenge to the decision that the head of the World Bank 

should send invitations to the DSF launch event).  In the same way as interests were 

(mis)apprehended, there was guesswork as to what contention was really ‘about’.  A conflict 

which appeared to be ‘about’ air conditioning would be explained as a transference of concerns 

about World Bank domination.  Sensitivity about part of a work-plan represented concerns 

which had not been fully resolved in an earlier conflict.  A move to split the office in two was 

‘about’ desk-space, rather than unravelling social relationships.  Each of these different analyses 

might be seen as different ways to understand the gestures at work in the office.      

                                                      

124 20th March 2006. 
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In this, the notion of the gesture may pose particular challenges to questions of what 

anthropological writing should be ‘about’ – that is to say, what its research object should be.  

Henare, Holbraad and Wastell use the trope of an artefact to describe how anthropologists might 

identify their research objects (2007).  The ‘things’ found in the field should be identified as 

analytics that present concerns which press both anthropologists and their informants.  These 

artefacts are used in ethnographic writing to develop distinct concepts, unique to their particular 

ontology.  However, in a fieldwork site where gestures to explain social life are drawn in different 

ways by different actors, we might not find that “meaning and artefacts are of an essence” 

(Henare, Holbraad et al. 2007: 27).  If a pressing concern the field is to question what contention 

is ‘about’, then different interpretations of what social action means may lead us to mark out 

different boundaries for gestures; different potential forms for a research object.  Here, I would 

suggest that the term ‘object’ may be misleading, as it suggests solid, stable and static qualities to 

what anthropological writing is ‘about’.  I contend that ethnography of bureaucracy-in-the-

making resists being forged into research objects.  If the reader will stay with me as I set another 

metaphor to work in this dissertation, I will answer the question of what bureaucracy is ‘about’, 

by taking the notion of ‘about’ in the nautical sense.  In sailing, ‘about’ is a way to change direction.                    

When a sailing boat goes ‘about’, it changes direction by turning the prow through the wind.  

The sails will empty, and then fill again as the boom sets on the opposite tack (see Fig. 8).  The 

boom should pass steadily across the hull as the prow turns through the wind, making this a 

controlled manoeuvre125.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      

125 Thanks to Dad and Granfer for their years of instruction on this. 
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Fig. 8:  A boat going ‘about’ 

 

The other way to change direction in a boat is to ‘gybe’, which happens when the stern, rather 

than the prow, turns through the wind (see Fig. 9).  Whilst it is sometimes done deliberately, it is 

not recommended, as the boom swings suddenly across the hull which can be dangerous for the 

crew and cause the boat to lose momentum.  Boats are most at risk of gybing accidently when 

they are on a run, with the wind moving in exactly the same direction as they are.  It is often 

safer, and more effective, to sail across the wind.        

Fig. 9:  A boat ‘gybing’ 
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We might imagine the different threads of actor movement described in the model of power in 

doubt as threads trailing behind a fleet of boats, as they sail on their respective journeys (Fig. 10).  

At different stages in the journey, the wind might change – in other words, the context might 

shift forcing actors to tack differently on their respective journeys.  The discussion of ‘trumping’ 

in Chapter 3 elaborates this ethnographically.   

Fig. 10:  It is easier for a boat to travel in different directions, in different contexts 

 

If the journey of anthropological writing was a sailing boat, trailing a thread of its own, then the 

sails would be powered by the ethnographic material given by my informants.  I suggest that it 

may be safer, and more effective, for anthropological writing to move in productive tension with 

informants when they are on journeys like the ones pursued through DSF.  That is, to move 

across ethnographic material, rather than with it – on a ‘reach’ rather than a ‘run’.  In other words, 

we bring a critical attention to our informants’ utterances, watching for gaps, inconsistencies and 

incoherence in their accounts, rather than assuming that the ethnographer can simply aggregate 

their words to build a picture of social life.    

In this, we might interpret the concerns over the objectivity of my research as threats about 

gybing.  If I was ‘involved’ in the work to develop DSF, I would be moving in the same direction 

as my informants.  The concern to avoid a ‘conflict of interest’ could be rephrased as a concern 

that I should not be moving ‘with’ my informants – there should be a productive tension 

between my analysis and their work, in the same way there is productive tension between in wind 

in the sails and the dagger-board when a boat is on a reach (going across the wind).    
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As was shown in Chapter 1, the guessing of interests was an engine of power.  As my fieldwork 

went on, the information I gathered increased the extent to which I could guess at interests 

myself.  Concerns about my ethnographic writing represented a concern that my research would 

expose interests which have held power in their misapprehension, and also that revealing the 

technology of interests would provoke blame.  In other words, they were a concern that the 

movement of my ethnographic writing would work from the same force as the movement of my 

informants themselves.  They suspected we were competing for the same power.  If 

anthropological analysis moves using exactly the same power as is at work in the field, there is 

risk of a gybe.  This provokes the need for a particular approach to objectivity.   

Objectivity as an inversion of power 

I interpret Mosse as having composed a model for objectivity which operates as an inversion of 

his model for power (2005).  Mosse describes power as the means through which coherent 

systems of representation are maintained, building on Actor-Network theory and particularly 

Latour (1999).  Mosse’s notion of objectivity is centred on disrupting the coherence of 

representations, making a methodological commitment in his own writing to “maximis(e) the 

capacity of actors to object to what is said about them” (2005: ix).   

This is an approach to objectivity which emerged from Mosse’s own research process, and the 

highly critical reaction which his work elicited from his informants.  Whilst some of Mosse’ 

informants were enthusiastic about drafts of his ethnography, others took strong exception to 

his account.  Saying that it was “’too negative and unbalanced’, ‘unfair and disrespectful’...and 

even ‘damning of all our work’” (Mosse 2005: ix), some of those who contributed to his study 

attempted to secure major rewrites to the manuscript, complaining to Mosse’s academic 

manager, university ethics committee, publisher and to the ASA.      

Mosse took on their complaints as constitutive of his objectivity, arguing that that rather than 

“standing above the fray”, anthropologists should develop research objects by contesting them 

(Mosse 2005: 14).  Thus, objective accounts are not those that are beyond debate:  they are 

forged from debate itself.  One gets the impression here of a research object which is something 

like a carving, chipped into shape by the many critical eyes cast upon it.  This could be 

interpreted as the same approach to objectivity to that which George described – that my work 

should take into account all kinds of evidence, whether it supported my argument or not.  Just as 

a forged interpretation must be able to weather any perception, and any eventualities in an 
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uncertain future (see Chapter 1), here, an objective description must be open to any kind of 

critique.   

In Mosse’s model it is incumbent on the anthropologist to respond to or disregard critical views.  

It follows that there can be ‘more’ and ‘less’ objectivity – the more eyes cast upon a research 

object, the more ‘objective’ analysis will become.  If we were to plot the process on a graph, it 

would curve upwards, gliding into an asymptote (see Fig 11).  ‘True’ objectivity will never be 

reached – but it tends towards infinity as more and more points of view are added for 

consideration.     

Fig. 11:  Objectivity accumulates and tends towards infinity 

 

Mosse’s model of objectivity has similarities with that of Harding (1991), in that both of these 

accounts attempt to move beyond dualistic formulations of the issue in social science, with 

‘objectivism’ on the one hand, and ‘relativism’ on the other.  Harding proposes that the notion 

of ‘strong objectivity’ as a means to address the related weaknesses of objectivism and relativism 

(1991).  To enact this concept is “to value the Other’s perspective and pass over in thought into 

the social condition that creates it – not in order to stay there, to “go native” or merge the self 

with the Other, but in order to look back at the self in all its cultural particularity from a more 

distant, critical, objectifying location” (Harding 1991: 151).  In this view, objectivity is about 

gaining a perspective to look at the self, rather than seeing it as a “defended fortress”, which 

must be “value-free” both in moral and political terms (1991: 159).  This is central to her 

contention that research, as well as the knowledge it produces, is “socially-situated”.  As such it 

requires ‘strong reflexivity’, where “the objects of inquiry (are) conceptualised as gazing back in 
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all their cultural particularity and that the researcher, through theory and methods, stand behind 

them, gazing back at his own social situated research project in all its cultural particularity and its 

relationships to other projects of his culture...” (1991: 163). 

Whilst both make use of their informants’ perspectives, the contrast between Mosse and 

Harding is that whilst the latter stands ‘behind’ her informants, looking in the same direction as 

them, the former takes up a point of view amongst myriad informant perspectives which may 

look from any direction at research.  Both writers are concerned with disrupting the tenets 

through which academics claim authority to describe the world.  They both work against the 

positioning of the academic as a kind of ‘overseer’ who is able to decode the ‘real’ meaning of 

people’s actions.  Harding, in particular, was in conversation with Haraway, whose later work on 

Modest Witness further explored how scientific knowledge was assured by keeping the persons 

who produced it curiously invisible (1997).  This was developed from Haraway and Harding’s 

respective feminist projects, which exposed the patriarchal foundations characteristic of modern 

western knowledge.  They highlighted its attempts to control and separate relations between 

persons and things; subjects and objects (Harding 1991); fact and fiction (Haraway 1997).  Thus, 

“strong objectivity” is also an inversion of power.  It is premised on the notion of reflexivity, 

which patriarchal social order systematically evades to perpetuate itself.     

From these conceptions of objectivity we can understand, first of all, that the notion of 

‘objectivity’ might be framed in different ways depending on how power is conceptualised.  It 

might be necessary for anthropologists to develop ‘objectivity’ differently, depending on how 

they apprehend power in their fieldsites.  This introduces a methodological issue:  just as 

anthropologists don’t know in advance the kind of power they will encounter in the field, 

perhaps they also cannot anticipate how to relate their accounts as objective to it.  Thus, the 

efforts which I make to render this dissertation objective are designed exclusively to forge a path 

through the particular difficulties it encountered, rather than resolve problems which are faced in 

other pieces of ethnographic work.   

Movement towards an objective PhD  

In different ways, for Mosse, Harding and Haraway, power is an issue of knowledge.  Mosse 

shows how power operates in the ways that representations become coherent.  His argument of 

how ‘success’ is produced reveals how development practices accomplish control over the 

interpretation of events (Mosse 2005), whilst contrasting with previous ‘critical’ writers on 

development who framed it as an issue of ideology and discourse (Ferguson 1990; Escobar 



97 

 

1995).  Haraway (1997) and Harding (1991) explain how patriarchal power succeeds through 

patriarchal knowledge practices.  They identify and encourage techniques of resistance, but these 

are also premised through a practice of knowledge – reflexivity.      

As was framed earlier in this Chapter, this dissertation cannot talk about ‘success’ or ‘failure’.  

Whilst it does not describe how power succeeds as it works, or fails as it is resisted, the 

ethnography of difficulty and struggle shows how power can be constituted from both these 

things at once.  This is consistent with some writing in social theory which shows power as an 

issue of knowledge, for example the History of Sexuality in which it was famously asserted that 

“wherever there is power, there is resistance” (Foucault 1976: 95-96).   

It has differences with this literature, however, in that this dissertation cannot frame objectivity 

as an inversion of power.  If power is an issue of doubt, then to invert it (to resist power and 

render analysis objective) would mean making power available for knowing.  It would mean 

making all my interests explicit, available to public scrutiny, and mean that my work could only 

claim to be ‘objective’ if all my informants agreed that it bore no conflict of interest.  This would 

be problematic for two reasons.  First, as has been outlined in this Chapter, such an approach 

would put my research at risk of a gybe, as my efforts to make interests explicit would be too 

much like the efforts of my informants in their working lives.  It would also leave my research 

vulnerable in ways which would not support its development – at any point, if my informants 

felt my objectivity was compromised, they could prevent my research from continuing.  Whilst I 

am committed to moving forward the quality of my ethnographic writing with feedback from my 

informants (cf. Mosse 2006), I think it is important that researchers hold onto the power to 

determine their own research, especially when such work is at early stage of development.  

Second, it may not be in the nature of interests, particularly anthropological ones, to be made 

known explicitly.  If ethnographic research cultivates curiosity, which is “no more nor less than 

the ability to be interested in many things at once, indeed, in as many as come into view” 

(Strathern 2006: 21), then it may not be easy to specify and trace the interests of ethnography, 

and in this way locate the objectivity of research.  In this, I question the appropriateness of 

positing ‘positionality’ (Gould 2004) as the main question to which anthropological projects such 

as my own must attend.    

We might understand this point further by borrowing an image from Mol (2002).  In her work 

on atherosclerosis, Mol argued for a praxiomatic, rather than epistemic approach to truth (2002).  

She suggested that foregrounding different ‘interpretations’ and ‘perspectives’, leads us to focus 
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on the gazes which surround a research object, rather than the object itself:  this “multiplies the 

observers – but leaves the object observed alone.  All alone.  Untouched…Intangibly strong” 

(2002: 12.).  Mol argues that atherosclerosis cannot stand alone – it is enacted by the cooperation 

of doctors, patients, chairs, tables, letters, tweezers and knives.  The disease doesn’t and cannot 

exist by itself, but it is made up of myriad practical enactments.  Atherosclerosis is not a stable, 

solid object which is the same from one place to the next, only viewed in different ways (2002: 

33) – it is not a matter of perspective or position.  Mol’s praxiomatic approach subsumes issues 

of epistemology, because practical enactment is “not a question of setting up proper references 

alone...it is a case of coordinating them together” (2002: 54-55). 

The notion that we might locate objectivity by locating interests is like following the gaze 

backwards, from the object, towards the people who are looking at it.  Whilst I have suggested 

that attending to gestures may entail a move away from research ‘objects’ (and may actually 

require significant attention to interpretations and perspectives), I do agree with Mol that proper 

referencing – that is, tracing objectivity by locating interest positions – might be insufficient for 

research projects such as my own.  However, I suggest that her emphasis on ontology, despite 

being “multiple”, might make the co-ordination of agents (if not the research object itself) 

intangibly strong.  Her work is hugely successful in describing the enactment of atherosclerosis, 

but it tells us about “how diseases might be done well” (Mol 2002: 7); not about how they 

struggle126.  As it extends her reflexive project, which aims to open analytic differences from 

inside development work (c.f Mol 2002: viii), so this dissertation will be objective by borrowing 

the emphasis on practice which has been so fruitful for scholars inside institutions (Mol 2002; 

Mosse 2005).  Ironically, given that it is inspired by Mol’s anti-perspectival work, this will rely on 

cultivating gap-ridden, un-coordinated interpretations in ethnography.  I contend that my 

dissertation can be objective in a praxiographic way – carving out the potential for alternative 

interpretations by including details that might be pieced together to make up myriad analytic 

gestures, addressed towards different ends.  Whilst Mol stresses that “reality is multiple” (Mol 

2002: 6), I would suggest that her emphasis on ontology assumes that all actants will participate 

in practices of disease – heterogeneous in being “manyfolded” (2002: 84) but always drawn 

together under a single name.  My work, in contrast, allows for the practices of aid to be named 

differently by different readers, as they pursue contrasting interests in exploring it.      

                                                      

126 Thanks to Alice Street for this point.   
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All of this means that my dissertation will be oriented around movement.  The dissertation will 

be objective as it supports a direction of travel.  I will support my informants’ efforts to move 

towards reducing poverty, even if I criticise the particular ways they try to do this.  Here, 

objectivity will be like a compass, guiding the direction of analysis – rather than a fixed point 

from which an objective view might emerge, or an asymptote that it stretches towards.  This 

introduces a means of orienting the model of power in doubt (Fig. 12).  Anthropological analysis 

might traverse the movement of informants – but it will travel in broadly the same direction as 

them, on its own path.  Touching different lines of informants, anthropology makes up 

polyvalent analytic gestures from the details encountered ethnographically.  Both anthropologists 

and informants are sovereign in determining their own movement, even as the former protect 

the interests of the latter.     

Fig. 12.  Anthropological analysis transverses the movement of actors 

 

This orientation can be used to judge what kind of detail and analysis is legitimate within 

ethnography, and what is not.  Ethnography will include many details which are extraneous, but 

not those which are gratuitous.  It will aim to avoid blame (a movement backwards), being 

directed either at my informants or at me (c.f Mol 2002: xii).  The staggered feedback system and 

academic review of this dissertation will help evaluate whether and how the academic merit of 

detail accrues.  Details will be included where they enable the dissertation to form analytic 

gestures.  So, for example, I included the detail that Scott raised objections with me as those of 

other people, partly because this facilitates an analytic movement begun in Chapter 1, which 

described his regret at becoming manipulative during his professional career.  This comment 
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could be interpreted as a tacit apology for the scare over my research127.  To take another 

example, I did not include details which might identify my colleague who told me our 

consultancy report for the ADB was “not wrong”.  Commenting on an early ethnographic 

sketch of this incident he described his concern that his colleagues would think he had 

“overstepped the mark” with this comment.  By anonymising him, I use the comment to indicate 

an analytic relationship between my early consultancy and ethnography at DSF, rather than 

prompting the reader to trace this work of this specific informant across my dissertation.  Thus, 

the inclusion and exclusion of detail facilitates very different kinds of analytic gesture.   

My judgements about the inclusion and exclusion of detail are not made by an external measure 

– they are made from the relations inside the ethnography.  I contend that it is not the case that 

certain descriptions, certain details, certain facts are ‘objective’, and others are not.  Rather, 

descriptions, details and facts can be claimed as objective if they are forged in relationship to 

others:  when they can be made to form an analytic gesture.  As gestures they become visible, 

and available to scrutiny.  If they do not stand up to scrutiny, the scholarly thing to do is remove 

them.   

I have certain interpretations about where the gestures in my own ethnography lie, and these will 

often (but not always) be evident as the material is analysed.  Other readers will have alternative 

interpretations of the gestures which ethnography has made, and may identify them for their 

own purposes.  In this way, ethnography may have analytic value in ways that the author does 

not anticipate themselves – including extraneous details which create potential to reveal more 

than the anthropology’s own conclusion.  I’m reminded here of Rothko, who said that “to paint 

a small picture is to place yourself outside your experience... However, when you paint the larger 

picture, you are in it.  It isn’t something you command”128.  Perhaps it is when ethnography 

enlarges its picture with extraneous detail, that its author can be most be ‘in’ the text and yet 

surpassed by it129.   

                                                      

127 I also include this detail because I know Scott is relaxed about the idea that an ethnographic portrait of his work 
might not always be flattering.  In pointing this out, I cast any unflatteringness as part of a gesture that does not 
pertain to him personally.  A different kind of detail is used with material from different informants, depending on 
the terms on which they consented to ethnographic analysis.  If some informants seem less flattered than others in 
ethnography, this reflects the terms on which they consented to my study more than the character of their work.          
128 Reproduced in a leaflet at the Rothko Late Series Exhibition, Tate Modern 2008. 
129 Similarly, James Leach recently quipped that objectivity and subjectivity are the inside and outside of each other 
(3rd October 2008).  My relation of objectivity/subjectivity could be interpreted as a technique of reversal which I 
describe in the next Chapter.  
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All this introduces a nuance to Mosse’s approach to objectivity.  Like that of Mosse, the 

praxiographic approach to objectivity turns on maximising the interpretation of research.  Here, 

however, this is a quality that the research can make in itself, rather than something which happens 

to research once it has been completed.  I mean this in two senses, the first of which concerns 

the relations that anthropological writing facilitates through text.  I suggest that if we aim to 

maximise the number of analytic gestures that can be made in writing, then ethnographic detail 

emerges as a vindication, rather than a liability of anthropological work.   

Second, I suggest that objectivity may be claimed in the ethnographic research process, rather 

than in the text itself.  Mosse describes how some of his informants objected to analysis that they 

themselves had offered him at another moment (Mosse 2006).  Perhaps those informants were 

objecting less to the analysis itself, than to the fact that their utterances were being incorporated 

into ethnographic research without their prior consent130.  Perhaps their reluctance to publish 

their objections at the end of his book, as invited, is evidence that their concerns were less 

rooted in epistemic questions over the validity of his analysis, than in a sense of unfairness that 

the research had not been overt at every stage131.  As I describe in Chapter 3 (p. 139), material I 

gathered in the field was sensitive at one moment, not sensitive the next, and vice versa.  This 

leads me to suggest that sensitivity is not a quality of ethnographic material per se, but of the 

relations around it.  Information is sensitive when it can be used to make certain analytic 

gestures, and the possibilities for these change along with the political context of institutional 

life.    

The ethnography of DSF demonstrates that the ethics of research must be negotiated in relation 

to whatever mode of power is found in the field.  Without meaning to imply that other 

researchers should be obligated to reproduce a similar research process, I suggest that the 

process of my research supports my journey in the direction of objectivity132.  My research 

process included the signing of a contract, in advance of fieldwork, that specified my intellectual 

property rights and freedom to publish.  It included the efforts to understand the terms on 

                                                      

130 Mosse’s work is based on ethnographic data which was collected in two ways:  from ‘observant participation’ 
when he was formally employed by the UK Department for International Development, and subsequently, when he 
had framed this experience as a research study and was conducting overt ethnographic fieldwork.  The ethical 
questions over his work pertain most strongly to the former period of fieldwork. 
131 Mosse did not conceal his research.  However, it only became formal and overt as ethnographic research after a 
significant period of ‘observant participation’. 
132 I do not claim that there were not mistakes made in my research process.  I hope that the examiners will help me 
become more aware of these, and better able to understand their scholarly consequences. 
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which consent was given for material to be used (p. 78, this Chapter); to enable informants to 

withdraw from research (p. 84, this Chapter), and to share work with informants in a controlled 

way (p. 79, this Chapter).  As the author of this dissertation, I have made thousands of decisions 

about which details to include and which to exclude.  I take responsibility for these decisions, 

and humbly thank the reader, and the examiners of this dissertation for scrutinising their 

academic merit.  Because George signed the contract which agreed my ethnographic research, he 

is expected to interrogate the ethics of my authorial decisions (amongst other things), on behalf 

of DFID.  I am very grateful to George for reading each Chapter of this dissertation at draft 

stage.  He has demonstrated that informants can offer anthropological writing not only 

objection, but admonishment, correction and all manner of other gifts.     

Whilst Mosse (2005) has shown how ethnography from within aid agencies can avoid the 

dualism of ‘critical’ and ‘instrumental’ studies of development, my study pins its analytic hopes 

on being objective in a way which actively rules out both of these approaches.  My work cannot 

be ‘critical’ (in the sense coined by Mosse – it is critical in many other ways) because it will move 

in the direction of travel pursued by my informants.  So, it will aim to contribute to the disciplinary 

knowledge of Social Anthropology, and also contribute to efforts to make aid more effective in 

reducing poverty.  My work is limited by the ideology of this modernist project.  It cannot be 

‘instrumental’ because it has no possibility of talking of ‘success’ or ‘failure’.  It is oriented 

towards understanding gesture, rather than the ends-means relation which is the basis of an 

instrument (Riles 2004).  In the Conclusion I will indicate how this mode of ethnography can 

address concerns of aid effectiveness as concerns of anthropology.  Here, the differences 

between my interests as an anthropologist, and my informants’ interests as aid professionals, are 

what enable us both to be on the same side.  This is the opposite of saying we must always agree.      

As it contends that anthropological disciplinarity can engage in aid effectiveness without 

compromise, this dissertation is resolutely Polly-Anna.  However, this can only be achieved by 

adjusting some Polly-Anna principles of ethnographic research.  Rather than ‘turning everything 

into data’, I believe there are some things within my fieldwork site which it was never in my 

interests to know, much less analyse and write with.  The power of not knowing emerges in the 

next Chapter.       
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Chapter 3 
Tangles of uncertainty:  Context, context and limit appearance 

 

This Chapter contains a lot of acronyms and names.  I suggest that readers use the fold-out glossary at the back of 
this dissertation. 

 

Reading the last Chapter alone, a reader of my dissertation might be forgiven for thinking that 

my ethnographic fieldwork could have taken place in various locations in the world.  Indeed, the 

question of whether and how ‘Indonesia mattered’ for DSF has been pervasive throughout my 

research process, and was an important concern (albeit in a different way) for many of my 

informants.  This Chapter will consider this question as a key area for guesswork, both my own 

and that of my informants.  It will explore how we can understand the ‘context of Indonesia’ to 

impact on donor harmonisation efforts.   

Was ‘Indonesia’ the surface on which these efforts moved, surrounding the DSF and sweeping it 

into its currents as an ocean does a boat?  Did ‘Indonesian’, ‘South-East Asian’, and 

‘international’ contexts wrap concentrically around the office like a Russian doll?  Was 

‘Indonesia’ something which was imagined in things:  present in the office through a batik shirt, 

in the sounds of lima kaki133 from the streets, or in the warning that teh botol will make you masuk 

angin134.  Does ‘it’ disappear in a conversation about Chinese versus Jewish migration, where to 

buy self-raising flour, the history of the Roman Empire, or the symptoms of dengue fever?  Or 

did ‘it’ work beyond people’s imagination; catching them off guard to confound their efforts to 

live and work in the country?  Was ‘context’ the explanation for their failures and difficulties, 

exposing how the expectations and assumptions of donors were ignorant?  If this is the case, 

should anthropological knowledge be able to bring such processes to consciousness?  

Such questions transpose a range of issues which anthropology has identified and grappled with 

when working in development, in institutions and elsewhere.  Hobart’s work has epitomised a 

rich seam of anthropological critique describing how development work propagates an ignorance 

                                                      

133 Street vendors make different sounds to advertise what they are selling. 
134 The notion that drinking a certain kind of ice tea will make you catch cold.   
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of ‘context’ (Hobart 1993).  The ‘critical view of development’, identified by Mosse (2005), has 

shown how ‘context’ is ignored, constructed and defined by the ideological practices of 

bureaucracy and the state (eg. Ferguson 1990; Escobar 1995).  Scholars on globalisation, 

transnationalism and modernity have puzzled at whether and how the ubiquity of objects 

unsettles the ways in which ‘context’ might be marked (eg. Clifford 1984; Gupta 1992; Appadurai 

2001).  These issues have prompted methodological reflection on the opportunities and 

compulsions of multi-sited or bounded ethnography (eg. Gupta and Ferguson 1997; eg. Candea 

2007), and issues of epistemology and scale (eg. Englund and Leach 2000; Commaroff and 

Commaroff 2003).  As such, approaching the problem of context (Dilley 1999) has become 

something of a rite of passage for anthropologists of institutions, bureaucracy and 

development135.   

As a problem it is, however, nothing new.  Nearly half a century ago, Gellner pinpointed the 

risks of anthropologists describing context in order to make sense of indigenous concepts, and 

therefore attributing those concepts with a false logic (Gellner 2003).  Gellner showed how in 

the process of contesting views of the ‘primitive mentality’, a methodological error had 

developed which blinded ethnographic work to the absurdity, inconsistency and incoherence of 

social life.  He argued that just as there was no need to be overly charitable to societies which  

others called ‘primitive’, he cautions against being too charitable to the critics of Durkheim 

(2003: 45).  The essence of Durkheimian doctrine, he argues, is the view that concepts, as 

opposed to sensations, are only possible in a social context (and a fortiori that they can only be 

understood when the social context is known) (2003: 21).  Those who interpret this to mean that 

only so much context need be known ethnographically to render indigenous concepts reasonable 

are interpreting ‘backwards’ – working out what a context must be if a concept is reasonable, 

rather than understanding concepts in the context of social life (which might reveal their 

unreason).  Gellner observes that “concepts and beliefs are themselves...institutions amongst 

others” (2003: 18).  I would suggest that it is this methodological problem of relating concepts 

and institutions, rather than any inherent novelty of their fieldsites, which renders questions of 

context pertinent for contemporary anthropologists of institutions.      

Gellner’s observation of the error of deducing context from concept points to a potential danger 

of the previous Chapter.  I argued that my ethnography would be defensible when it forged 

                                                      

135 I don’t mean to suggest, of course, that it is only scholars of these fields who are asked to address such issues – 
only that in those working in these areas have found them particularly difficult to discharge.    
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analytic gestures, (see Chapter 2), where the detail of descriptions was apposite and extraneous 

(but not gratuitous) to my analysis.  Might this not be exactly the error identified by Gellner, 

where the need for my dissertation to be reasonable comes to dictate the very substance from 

which reason (and unreason) might be forged136?  From this I will define Context (capitalised), in 

the sense that anthropologists have pursued, as that which enables analysis of conceptual life.  Social life 

is in Context, if there is potential to view whatever conceptual absurdity, logic, contradiction, 

reason, inconsistency, conflict and coordination might appear.  Whilst I take this concept of 

Context from Gellner, it arguably bears a Strathernian agenda.    

For my informants, issues of context were important in a different way.  The notion that DSF 

was “an experiment” in donor harmonisation prompted the problem of knowing to what extent 

DSF’s problems were a product of its contextual specificities, and to what extent its problems 

would be reproduced if the facility was used as a model for harmonisation work elsewhere.  

There was a strong consensus that some of the difficulties of DSF, such as tension between the 

World Bank and UNDP, were not specific to the context of Indonesia.  “Everywhere in the 

world you’ll find the World Bank and UNDP hate each other”137 I was told by a UNDP 

manager.  UNDP-World Bank antipathy was presented by numerous informants as a common 

truth of international development.  Other problems, for example the difficulty of working out 

appropriate auditing arrangements (see Chapter 4), were not seen as instances of ubiquitous 

‘global’ problems, but ‘new’ difficulties borne of DSF’s uniqueness as a facility, being ‘the only 

office of its kind in the world’.  These issues would not be found ‘globally’ as no other donor 

agencies were understood to be undertaking similar arrangements.  However, as they attempted 

to solve such problems, DSF might generate ‘lessons’ which would be valuable if others were to 

attempt such ambitious arrangements in the future, and in this sense the DSF effort had 

relevance beyond its specific context.    

There were also a number of issues which were seen as specific to the challenges of building a 

multi-donor facility in Indonesia; and particularly on decentralisation in Indonesia.  The foremost 

of these was the question of how to develop a relationship between DSF and the Indonesian 

                                                      

136 When I was a little girl, apparently I told my mother that I couldn’t think of anything I didn’t know, and 
therefore I must know everything.  It seems only a mild improvement to claim that my analysis is defensible because 
it does not demonstrate its annihilation.    
137 27th March 2007.  Marta. 
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Government (hereafter, Government), which is the primary focus of this Chapter138.  For my 

informants, then, context was an issue of relevance.  If the difficulties of the facility were not 

borne of its Indonesian context, then the ‘lessons’ of DSF might be relevant elsewhere.  If the 

difficulties of the facility were particular to the Indonesian context, the lessons of DSF might only 

be relevant to others in the country.  Thus, I make a first attempt to define context (italicised and 

lower-case), the indigenous term, as that which demarcates the relevance of knowledge.      

1 In context; in politics 

My informants were torn as they approached the question of how donors and the Government 

should relate.  On the one hand, they often echoed views crystallised in the Paris Declaration 

(2005), which privileges national sovereignty and sets donors in a relatively passive role when 

relating to recipient governments.  If they were to have any legitimacy, donor initiatives should 

be ‘country-led’ – responding to ‘demand’ from Indonesia, rather than ‘supply-side’ issues which 

were led by donor agendas.  To say something was ‘donor-driven’ was a synonym to say it was 

unnecessary, politically-motivated and probably ill-advised.  Donors should ‘align’ their aid 

around the policies of recipient governments – organising it around the priorities and strategies 

which the Government had spelt out, and respecting their right to determine modalities of aid 

through ‘country-owned’ policy processes.  Some informants argued that ‘alignment’ was a 

logical replacement for ‘harmonisation’ – suggesting that ‘if all the donors fall into line behind 

Government, they’ll all be harmonised anyway’.  Thus, in one sense, the ‘ideal’ image of relations 

between donors and the Government was of the latter making all strategic, policy-related 

decisions, to be assisted by donors whose support would constitute no conceivable challenge to 

Indonesia’s national sovereignty.   

At the same time, my informants explained that it wasn’t that simple.  Mary described how the 

accusation that a donor initiative was ‘supply-side’ was often unfair, arguing that even if a 

programme was established now (and therefore was seeking to continue being able to ‘supply’), it 

had originally been founded on the basis of ‘demand’ from somewhere.  DFID’s ‘Light Touch 

Review’ of the DSF suggested that if the facility had only sought to organised itself as an echo of 

Government, it would have no leverage to make decentralisation itself more ‘pro-poor’.  There 

was an argument that donors should be able to critique Government policy, rather than simply 

                                                      

138 During my fieldwork, this was one of the most problematic and worrisome issues for DSF.  I understand that 
since I left the field, the relationship between DSF and the Government has radically changed.  In 2008 the 
Government was made chair of DSF’s Management Committee and Steering Committee, and signed a 
Memorandum of Understanding which formally positioned them as leading DSF.    
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‘align’ with it, because decentralisation was redistributing huge amounts of power and resources.  

Various interests groups in Indonesia were in competition to capture the benefits of 

decentralisation – and donors should be interested in promoting reforms in the form which was 

most ‘pro-poor139.  Similarly, Scott described the folly of designing a decentralisation support 

facility which focused on building relationships with Indonesia’s central Government.  

Decentralisation was intrinsically about moving power away from central Government, he 

argued, so divining ‘country-leadership’ exclusively from central Government would be to 

reproduce central Government interests in preserving their own power.  George disagreed with 

him, suggesting that the ‘bottom-up’ approach that Scott advocated would have marginal impact 

if central policy structures did not also change140.   

Thus, the imperative that donor assistance should be ‘country-led’ was quickly complicated by 

issues of power in Indonesia as a country.  The politics of decentralisation questioned the extent 

to which Government policies should be taken to represent ‘demand’ from the country as a 

whole, and how much they affected what was ‘really’ happening in the country.  Knowing 

something of the history of aid programmes, it becomes difficult to separate those initiatives 

which are ‘donor-driven’, from those which have been ‘demanded’.  And knowing a little about 

decentralisation politics, only opens out the need to know more – why assume that bupatis 

(regency heads), simply because they are at the ‘lower’ kabupaten (regency) level, will be more 

‘pro-poor’ than those in central Government?  It seems that the more co-ordinates of context are 

filled in, the more strongly we can identify the politics of aid, and understand whom it might 

advantage or disadvantage.  Thus, one effect of viewing aid in context is to view it in politics.   

To consider this issue further, I will briefly outline some of the context/Context to donor-

Government relations in Indonesia, with particularly regard to donor co-ordination and 

decentralisation.  The next section describes how these relations have been figured historically, 

and some of the political issues which aid have played out over the years.  My informants varied 

in how much of this story they were aware of:  some had no idea, some demonstrated knowledge 

of parts of it, and others were personally involved in sections of it.      

                                                      

139 Light Touch Review, DFID (p. 9). September 2006. 

140 Scott clarified to me later that he was not at all opposed to engaging with central Government agencies per se.  
He did however feel that DSF had not struck the right balance between this work and engagement with local 
Government and local organisations.   
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Aid to Indonesia:  history and politics 

Aid has been an important element of Indonesian history and politics from its very beginnings as 

a nation state.        

Indonesia declared independence from its Dutch colonisers in 1945, and was recognised as 

independent by them in 1949.  Independence was not simply a matter for the Dutch and the 

emerging Indonesian government, but an issue of international concern – requiring agreement by 

the Japanese (who occupied the archipelago from 1942 to 1945) and the British (who occupied it 

from 1945 to 1946)(Ricklefs 2001; Taylor 2003).  For all these parties, aid was an important 

element of their diplomatic relations and statecraft, alongside trade and military power.  

Cooperation between foreign governments – working together through the UN – was used to 

amplify their diplomatic pressure on the Netherlands to grant independence (Schwartz 2004; 

Vickers 2005). 

The issue of Indonesian independence was first raised in the UN in January 1946, and pressure 

mounted on the Dutch steadily as the British, Australian, Indian, Soviet Union and American 

delegations lobbied for independence (Ricklefs 2001; Anderson 2006 (1972)).  The British 

refused to withdraw their forces from Java and Sumatra until the Dutch made a formal 

diplomatic agreement with the Republic of Indonesia, which they finally did in November 1946 

(Schwartz 2004).  The Dutch were dependent on British, Australian and American aid for their 

own post-war reconstruction, and these three parties used the UN to voice their concerns over 

Dutch claims to the territory.  At the end of July 1947 the Dutch felt that they must accept the 

UN call for a ceasefire, and appeared to be prepared to relinquish the archipelago (Ricklefs 

2001). 

This impression was shattered on 18th December 1948, when the Dutch invaded Yogyakarta in 

what was to become known as the ‘Second Police Action’.  It was said that the Republican 

government allowed themselves to be captured, hoping that the Dutch military victory could be 

turned into a diplomatic defeat once international bodies knew they had broken the ceasefire.  

Indeed, the UN security council was outraged, as the battle took place just a few miles from the 

base of the UN Good Offices Committee – a move interpreted as a snub (Ricklefs 2001).  The 

US was also deeply offended, and on 22nd December they suspended all transfers of aid to 

Indonesia via the Netherlands, and there was talk of suspending post-war reconstruction aid to 

the Netherlands itself (Taylor 2003).  This pressure, in conjunction with the increasing strength 
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of the Republican military, forced the Netherlands to abandon their final attempts at empire in 

Indonesia, and set for a full transfer of sovereignty by 1st July 1950 (Vickers 2005).   

Sukarno and the Non-Aligned movement 

Taken as a whole, Sukarno’s Presidency is remembered for allying the new Indonesia with the 

Soviet Union during the Cold War.  His bald message to the US ambassador, “Go to hell with 

your aid” delivered at a public rally in 25th March 1964 (Friend 2003), overshadows the pro-

American sentiments which could be felt earlier in his presidency.  In the early 1950s, Prime 

Minister Sukiman and the Foreign Minister, Masyumi, had been pursuing an actively pro-

Western line, and in January 1952 Masyumi secretly signed an aid agreement with the United 

States (Ricklefs 2001).  This committed Indonesia to defending the “Free World”, marking a 

Cold War alliance with the West, in return for a generous aid package.  When this commitment 

was made public there was uproar, and Nationalists were outraged that the Government were so 

desperate for aid they were prepared to sell off Indonesia’s political allegiances (Schwartz 2004).   

In February, Masyumi and eventually the whole cabinet resigned.  The following cabinet 

abandoned the American agreement and in a popular public move, pursued aid with fewer 

strings attached.     

After the fall of the Sukiman Cabinet, Sukarno set about developing Indonesian links with the 

Soviet Union and Non-Aligned world.  Notable events included the meeting of the ‘Colombo 

Powers’, in April/May 1954, which brought together the leaders of India, Pakistan, Ceylon, Sri 

Lanka, Burma and Indonesia, to galvanise an ‘Asian’ perspective on foreign policy (Friend 2003).  

In 1955 Indonesia hosted the Asian-African conference at Bandung, and Sukarno was promoted 

as a leader within an Afro-Asian bloc of nations, bringing together the largest non-Western 

conference of the post-war period, and positioning Sukarno as a global leader of Cold War 

neutralism .  This alliance with non-Western states resonated with the notion of Guided 

Democracy, which Sukarno was developing as an alternative to Western democratic models.  An 

Indonesian democracy would be based on consensus, rather than the divisive Western model 

where decisions are made by ‘fifty percent plus one’ (Schwartz 2004).  In fact, Indonesia received 

aid from both the Soviet Union and the Americans during the late 1950s, as attempts were made 

to exploit regional fault lines within the archipelago through military aid (Friend 2003).  Here 

then, aid was a tool not only for the positioning of the Indonesian state vis-à-vis others, but also 

for reinforcing the boundaries of the state itself.           
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This point was emphasised in the case of the disputed territory of West Irian, where the United 

Nations once again stepped in to mediate relations between Indonesia and their former colonial 

power (Ricklefs 2001).  On 29th November 1957 the UN failed to pass a resolution calling upon 

the Dutch to negotiate a settlement on Irian.  Sukarno had warned that such a failure would lead 

to action which would “startle the world” (Vickers 2005).  He encouraged outbursts of anti-

Dutch radicalism, and large numbers of Dutch businesses were ransacked and taken over by 

Indonesians.  Several years of upheaval and dispute followed, and the Irian issue mapped onto 

struggles between the Soviets and Americans for Indonesian affiliation, and Partai Komunis 

Indonesia (PKI) struggle for power.  After US President Kennedy put pressure on Sukarno, the 

Dutch finally agreed to transfer the territory to an interim UN administration, who turned it over 

to the Indonesian Government on 15th August 1962 (Ricklefs 2001).  

Following the handover of Irian, the United States enjoyed substantial goodwill amongst non-

Communist elites in Indonesia, although it was labelled by Nationalists as an enemy of the 

republic (Schwartz 2004).  Attempting to draw Indonesia away from its Soviet allegiances, the 

International Monetary Fund visited Jakarta in November 1962 to consider economic reforms, 

stating that financial assistance from US sources would be impossible if the communist PKI had 

power (Schwartz 2004).  In early 1963 Sukarno told the PKI that they were not to push for 

prominent places in the cabinet, and in exchange for IMF aid he made a number of concessions, 

including the lifting of martial law and the drastic budget cuts (Schwartz 2004).  1963 was also 

the year that Bappenas, the National Planning Ministry, was founded and formally allocated the 

task of coordinating relations with international donors141.   

Sukarno’s Cold War relations were intermingled with, the other major issue of international 

relations issue of his presidency:  the matter of Malaysian independence.  This was being 

brokered by the British, Singaporean and United States, but was vehemently opposed by 

Sukarno, who at the same time was keen to receive American aid (Vickers 2005).  As the 

movement towards Malaysian independence gathered momentum, on 25th September 1963 

Sukarno announced that he would “ganyang Malaysia” (gobble Malaysia raw), and the United 

States abandoned hopes of maintaining good relations with both parties (Ricklefs 2001).  When 

Sukarno told the US Ambassador to “go to hell with your aid”, he issued a snub to the United 

States and the West.  The financial cost of losing US assistance was compensated by the political 

                                                      

141 Interview with World Bank official, June 2006. 



111 

 

gains Sukarno made with Indonesian Nationalists and the PKI.  In January 1965, after Malaysia 

was given a non-permanent seat on the UN Security Council, Indonesia withdrew from the UN.  

In August that year, Sukarno suspended Indonesia’s loans with the IMF and the World Bank, 

cutting off any remaining diplomatic and political links with the capitalist world (Schwartz 2004).   

New Order, new allegiances 

The break of aid relations with the West was short-lived and, after the drama, violence and 

mystery of 1965/6, the new President Suharto set out to reverse the bulk of his predecessor’s 

foreign policies (Vickers 2005).  The overarching shift of the New Order was to ally Indonesia 

with the West rather than the Soviet Union during the Cold War, and to develop friendly 

relations with its donors (Ricklefs 2001; Friend 2003; Schwartz 2004; Vickers 2005).   

Indonesia carried heavy international debts from the Sukarno period.  In 1965 the total debt was 

US$2.36 billion, of which 59.5% was owed to communist states (42% to the soviet union), 

24.9% to Western countries and the rest to non-communist sources (Schwartz 2004).  Suharto’s 

priority upon coming to power was to reschedule this debt, and to regain access to economic aid 

from the West.  The New Order went about satisfying whatever conditions were necessary to 

achieve this, and rejoined the UN in April 1966, and the IMF in May of that year (Wie 2003).  

Suharto also endorsed the ending of confrontation with Malaysia, and sent a delegation of senior 

officers to pay of goodwill visit to Kuala Lumpur.  Within days, Japan rewarded the New Order, 

offering $30 million in emergency credit.  On May 29th 1966 Adam Malik met with Malaysia’s 

Deputy Prime Minister in Tokyo to end confrontation, which was confirmed in a treaty signed 

on 11th December that year (Ricklefs 2001).    

Indonesia’s changing Cold War affiliations were pivotal in reorganising systems for aid, and led 

to the establishment of the first dedicated mechanism for co-ordinating donors, the Inter-

Governmental Group on Indonesia (IGGI) in 1967 (Friend 2003).  This brought together all of 

Indonesia’s non-communist creditors who agreed to act ‘in concert’, and was chaired by the 

Netherlands.  They made arrangements to reschedule Indonesia’s debt repayments to the West, 

and Adam Malik, who retained cordial relations with the Soviet Union, arranged the rescheduling 

of some of the debts owed to them (Ricklefs 2001).   
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Fig. 13.  Suharto hosts a reception for Herman Josef Abs, head of IGGI, 1967.   

Reproduced from McGlynn J. H. et al.  2005.  Indonesia in the Soeharto Years:  Issues, Incidents and Images.  
The Lontar Foundation, Jakarta. 

 

Indonesia gained generous packages of economic assistance from the West, as a group of 

officials trained in the West “The Berkeley Mafia”, lent the New Order credibility as competent 

economists (Friend 2003).  The IMF and the World Bank were said to have particularly strong 

relations with the New Order government at this time, with Sadli noting the “sympathetic 

understanding and trust between the Widjojo group at the Indonesian end, and personalities like 

Bernie Bell (World Bank) at the other” (Chowdhury and Sudjana 2004).  

In the late 1960s and early 1970s the Suharto government adopted reform measures favoured by 

the World Bank and IMF, combining “laissez-faire” strategies to promote foreign investment 

with strict internal controls (O'Rourke 2002).  In 1969 Indonesia’s rehabilitation into the anti-

Communist world was symbolised by visits from several heads of state, including US President 

Richard Nixon.   
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Fig. 14.  Nixon and Suharto in 1969.   

Reproduced from McGlynn J. H. et al.  2005.  Indonesia in the Soeharto Years:  Issues, Incidents and Images.  
The Lontar Foundation, Jakarta. 

 

Following this visit, US military aid to Indonesia increased dramatically.  By 1972 the foreign 

debts acquired by the New Order exceeded those inherited from the Sukarno years (Ricklefs 

2001).   

1974 saw revolution in Portugal, which signalled the end of Portuguese occupation of East 

Timor.  Civil war broke out in the former colony, as three political parties fought for 

independence but against each other (Schwartz 2004).  Indonesia invaded East Timor on 7th 

December 1975, the day after US President Ford and his Secretary of State Henry Kissenger 

visited the country.  Ford was said to have given his blessing to the invasion, saying, “We will 

understand and will not press you on the issue. We understand the problem and the intentions 

you have.” (Burr and Evans 2001).  Widespread torture, rape and looting was reported, and 

around 200,000 people were said to be killed in the violence and famine which followed (Friend 

2003).  American aid was seen as implicated in the occupation, with Kissinger allegedly urging 

Suharto to act quickly, fearing the diplomatic problems which could result from the use of US-

made arms which was given as military aid (Burr and Evans 2001). 
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In 1976 the IGGI increased its overall aid, pledging US$990 million in project aid and over 

US$1billion in supplementary credit (Schwartz 2004).  The New Order had by this stage emerged 

as a stable and powerful state, extending centralised control across the archipelago.  

Development was a key element of the New Order’s state building activity, and Suharto was 

formally named “Father of Development” in a formal decree by the People’s Consultative 

Assembly (MPR) in March 1983.  In 1985 the Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) 

presented Indonesia with an award for the strides it had made in self-sufficiency of food 

production (McGlynn, Motuloh et al. 2005).   

Fig. 15. Billboard featuring Suharto as “Bapak Pembanguanan Indonesia” Father of Development in Indonesia  
Reproduced from McGlynn J. H. et al.  2005.  Indonesia in the Soeharto Years:  Issues, Incidents and Images.  

The Lontar Foundation, Jakarta 

 

In 1987 Suharto negotiated a large Trade Adjustment Loan from the World Bank without any 

conditionality attached, and between 1988 and 1992 Indonesia’s total foreign debt rose sharply to 

almost US$80 billion (Chowdhury and Sudjana 2004).  Nationalists became concerned that 

Indonesia was vulnerable to pressure from foreign donors, and in September 1991 there was an 

effort to slow foreign borrowings by creating an Offshore Loan Team which had to grant 

approval for all borrowing (Ricklefs 2001). 

With the end of the Cold War and the collapse of the Soviet Union, the alliance with Indonesia 

was no longer a strategic priority for Western countries.  The 1991 Dili Massacre in East Timor 

prompted international criticism, most vocally by Jan Pronk, who was the Dutch Minister for 
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Development and chair of the IGGI142.  Sukarno was furious at his criticism, and Nationalists 

considered that international opinion was unfairly singling out of Indonesia, and was hypocritical 

given the original US support for the invasion (O'Rourke 2002).  Pronk withdrew Dutch aid to 

Indonesia.  Suharto countered this move by disbanding the IGGI in 25th March 1992.   

Domestically, banishing the former colonial power was an enormously popular move, and given 

that the Dutch were actually a relatively minor donor to Indonesia, actually had very little impact 

on the Government’ finances.  The international fall-out was short lived, as Suharto almost 

immediately replaced the body with the Consultative Group on Indonesia (CGI), and the World 

Bank, a much more active donor, was installed as chair.  In July 1992 Indonesia was allocated 

US$4.94 billion in new grants and low-interest loans, a four percent rise over the amount 

approved the previous year (Schwartz 2004).   

Criticism over the Dili Massacre amounted to little more than a blip in relations between donors 

and the New Order.  With Indonesia’s economic indicators rising rapidly, and what appeared to 

be radical reductions in poverty, Suharto was even hailed as a “Development Hero” by the UN 

in 1995 (Guggenheim 2003).  Whilst donors were aware of the corruption and patronage 

endemic to the New Order, falling infant mortality rates, rising access to safe water, and primary 

education for almost 100% of the population kept international criticism to a minimum (Wie 

2003 quoting World Bank 1999: 16-19).  Overall, before the crisis the CGI was quite 

empowered, as approximately 70% of the government’s financing needs were filled by foreign 

borrowing143.  Suharto externalised the budget constraint144 and turned to the World Bank, the 

ADB and Japanese bankers to lend whatever financial shortfall emerged in his budget.  When 

this money was received in good time Indonesia remained in relatively good fiscal shape, but was 

somewhat beholden to the CGI deciding how the money was spent145.    

It was in the early 1990s that international donors first started to give funding to decentralisation 

– even though decentralisation reforms did not actually begin until 1999 (Turner et al. 2003).  

Work was initiated by the German bilateral agency, GTZ, who have continuously supported 

decentralisation since 1992, with some smaller World Bank projects starting in 1995 (Turner, 

                                                      

142 Interview with Thee Kian Wie, May 2007. 

143 Interview with World Bank Economist, 14th May 2007. 
144 To externalise a budget constraint is to ask for money from other banks, and therefore work with more money 
than is in your country’s own budget. 
145 Interview with World Bank Economist, 14th May 2007. 
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Podger et al. 2003).  There had always been concerns about centrifugal forces within the 

archipelago, and doubts as to whether Indonesia could endure as a sovereign state in the face of 

autonomist movements in the regions (Doran 1987; Bourchier et al. 2003).  As the New Order 

appeared to weaken, plans for decentralisation were mooted as a potential means to maintain 

national unity (Turner et al. 2003).    

Crisis and recriminations: 1997/8 

Opinions vary as to what extent international donors should be held responsible for the financial 

crisis of 1997/8, which resulted in the fall of Suharto and the beginning of a new era:  the 

reformasi.  Many commentators have suggested that donors should have been more critical of the 

corruption of the New Order, and the World Bank has attracted particular criticism for its “don’t 

ask, don’t tell” policy (Schwartz 2004).  The charge that the lending to Indonesia had left the 

government overstretched and vulnerable to crisis has been discredited (O'Rourke 2002), but 

there is evidence to suggest that that lack of collaboration between donors during the crisis made 

a bad situation worse.    

On 31st Oct 1997 Indonesia requested a US$3 billion bailout package from IMF.  This was 

granted subject to a number of conditions:  fiscal tightening, cessation of food and fuel subsidies, 

closure of 16 privately owned banks and the raising on interest rates (O'Rourke 2002).  These 

conditions were standard to IMF packages of this kind, in no way catered to the Indonesian 

context or fragile political environment of the time.  The World Bank and ADB, whose 

numerous staff Jakarta-based were aware of these issues, advised a different approach but their 

suggestions were dismissed (Schwartz 2004).  The IMF attracted widespread criticism, with 

Former Cabinet Minister Kusumaatmadja describing Indonesia as “an ill, confused patient 

treated by an arrogant and ignorant doctor” (Schwartz 2004). 
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Fig. 16. Suharto signs the first IMF bailout package, 1997.   

Reproduced from McGlynn J. H. et al.  2005.  Indonesia in the Soeharto Years:  Issues, Incidents and Images.  
The Lontar Foundation, Jakarta. 

 

As panic set in, the IMF launched a second package, this time closely drawn up with the World 

Bank and New Order technocrats.  On 15th January 1998, the 50 point reform package was 

signed, and was initially greeted with enthusiasm for its attempt to address New Order patronage 

and ease the austerity of the earlier IMF plan (Schwartz 2004).  However, it soon became clear 

that Suharto was not going to implement the plan fully, and confidence started to evaporate.   

There was anger with both the IMF and the World Bank for their handling of negotiations, 

although as it became clear how little data they had to work with in formulating the reform 

package many acknowledged that there was little that any agency could have done to stem the 

haemorrhage of foreign capital from Indonesia at the time (Wie 2003).  The IMF programme 

triggered debt delays, so that Indonesia no longer had to repay their bilateral debts.  Although 

this was not formally arranged as a coordination mechanism, effectively it consolidated the debt 

of bilateral donors, who effectively took on the government’s financing needs through the IMF 

programme146.   

Reformasi and decentralisation:  Away from aid-dependence 

The years since Suharto’s fall have seen radical changes across Indonesia, with reforms sweeping 

almost every institutional sector.  O’Rouke described it as a time of “tumult, intrigue, tragedy and 

mystery” (2002), and many donors have struggled to operate in the emerging environment 

(Heymans, Pollard et al. 2005).  Having taken up an important role in the immediate aftermath 
                                                      

146 Interview with World Bank Economist, May 2007. 
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of the crisis and the first few years since, overall, recently donors have seen their influence fall 

away.    

In the first few years after the crisis, the Indonesian Government looked to the IMF and the 

donor community at large to provide a kind of ‘report card’ for their economy (O'Rourke 2002).  

Signalling that the economy was getting better and stronger was an important means to trigger 

confidence in investors and the private sector147.  In the CGI, however, smaller donors such as 

the Portugese, were seen to use this as a bargaining tool when lobbying on other issues, such as 

Timor.  There were complaints from some in government that these small donors, who brought 

little in terms of development finance, were taking advantage of Indonesia’s vulnerable image148. 

Foreign aid donors played an important role in preparing Laws 22/1999 and 25/1999, which set 

the process of decentralisation in motion.  One World Bank manager I interviewed, claimed that 

a GTZ consultant ‘practically wrote decentralisation policy...and has been regretting it ever 

since!’.  Other sources describe GTZ’s role in more modest terms, suggesting that they provided 

a number of recommendations to Law 22/1999 but were mostly used as “sounding boards and 

to provide a critique of the drafting” (Turner, Podger et al. 2003: 15).  Abel, the head of GTZ’s 

decentralisation work at the time, described to me how he and his team had become the leading 

authority within the donor community on decentralisation – strategically positioned in the 

Ministry of Home Affairs (hereafter, Home Affairs) where they were directly involved in 

preparing the laws149.  The American bilateral agency, USAID, played a similar role in developing 

Law 25/1999, and has a record of providing assistance for regional development stretching back 

to the 1980s (Turner, Podger et al. 2003).  The United Nations Development Programme 

(UNDP) is said to have supported the preparation of both Law 22 and 25.  From 1999-2000, 

there briefly existed a state Ministry for Decentralisation and Local Governance.  It existed for 

less than a year, before the Minister resigned and the ministry was dissolved (Turner, Podger et 

al. 2003).  During that time, at the request of a number of donors including the World Bank, 

Abel was made chair of the Joint Donor Working Group on Decentralisation (JDWG), with 

responsibility for coordinating donor activity on the issue150.   

                                                      

147 Interview with World Bank Economist, May 2007. 
148 Interview with World Bank Economist, May 2007. 
149 29th March 2007.  Abel. 
150 Interview with Abel, 29th March 2007. 
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This coordination role became increasingly important, as in the years after Laws 22 and 25 was 

passed, decentralisation became one of the most popular areas for donor activity in Indonesia.  A 

2001 survey by report by GTZ identified 76 ongoing and committed activities, by over more 

than 12 different agencies (Turner et al 2003).  Whilst bilateral agencies – particularly GTZ, had 

dominated the early years of reform, since 2000 the World Bank and ADB have played an 

increasingly important role (DRSP 2006).  UNDP had been active in supporting decentralisation 

since 1998, running a number of different programmes with funding from the Dutch.     

In July 2003, Indonesia had announced that it would not seek to renew the IMF programme 

which they had negotiated after the crisis after it expired, and the country “graduated” from IMF 

support at the end of 2003151.  A second wave of decentralisation legislation was written in 2004, 

under ‘closed’ conditions by Home Affairs.  It has been suggested that this reflected a period of 

isolationism within Home Affairs, from 2003 and mid 2005, when donors were not welcomed 

within the drafting process (DRSP 2006).  This shift in relations came as Indonesia’s economy 

was recovering strongly, and was no longer to be described as ‘debt dependent’.  Indonesia’s 

Chief Statistician at the Central Bureau of Statistics declared it to be a ‘middle-income country’ 

on 1st August 2006152.  As the Indonesian economy has recovered, my informants described how 

the power-balance between donors and government had flipped.  Indeed, during the time of my 

fieldwork (2005-7), many of my informants believed that donors needed to give aid to Indonesia 

more than Indonesia needed aid from donors.   

Scott described to me how, in terms of DSF, the Government saw donors as “insignificant 

insects”153.  He criticised DFID for their naivety in thinking that the £25 million to be invested 

in DSF Phase 2 was a significantly large amount of money to have a major impact on the 

country, claiming that it was due to their lack of contextual understanding:  “They don’t know 

anything about this place.  The money they have here was never going to change this country – 

it’s absolutely laughable.  You’re a pebble in a pond. ... Indonesia rarely adopts an agenda to 

please donors.  They let us in on issues like poverty, performance based budgeting and whatever, 

but the real, local conflicts?  Absolutely not.” 154.  In Scott’s objection we can understand how 

context demarcates the relevance of knowledge, and also the relevance of aid as a transformative 
                                                      

151 See 
http://query.nytimes.com/gst/fullpage.html?res=9B04E5DA163EF933A05754C0A9659C8B63&n=Top/Referenc
e/Times%20Topics/Organizations/I/International%20Monetary%20Fund 
152 See http://www.accessmylibrary.com/coms2/summary_0286-16220502_ITM 
153 6th March 2007.  Scott. 
154 6th March 2007.  Scott. 
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force.  This prompts a revision to my initial definition of context.  I take it now as that which 

demarcates the relevance of power.  In the next section, I’ll examine how this power imbalance was 

seen to play out in DSF’s efforts to build relationships with the Government.   

First though, let us pull three, rather mundane points out of this tale of aid history and politics in 

Indonesia.  The account I have given provides barely a fragment of the complex issues of 

historiography which are at stake (see Zurbuchen 2005; see Soedjatmoko 2007).  I would suggest 

however, that the account is sufficient to make the following analytic gestures (see Chapter 2):  

The first is that the giving, receiving and rejecting of aid in Indonesia has been a tool of 

statecraft.  It has been used both by the Government of Indonesia, donors and by foreign 

governments to constitute and position themselves vis-à-vis one another – and vis-à-vis fractious 

elements within the archipelago.  Aid relationships have been a mode through which Indonesia’s 

struggle for autonomy and independence has been played out.  Relationships which contributed 

to the foundations of Indonesian sovereignty were severed to assert it, and have been reformed 

and recast many times over with changing circumstances.  In supporting decentralisation, donors 

are contributing to a particular agenda of sovereignty, which was directly addressed at the 

prevention of the break-up of the archipelago.  It was intended to satiate demands for greater 

autonomy in the regions, by breaking up the centralised government of the New Order.  

Critically, however, it would position executive power ‘below’ the level of provinsi (province) so 

that Indonesia’s diverse regions would be too small to be tenable as independent republics, and 

therefore loyal to Indonesia as a nation state (Bourchier 2003; Turner et al 2003; DRSP 2006).  

The second point, elaborating on the first, is to note that international aid donors have played an 

important role over the years, in the politics, economics and history of Indonesia.  We cannot 

imagine “Indonesia” as a place already ‘out there’, which donors now step onto like virgin snow.  

Aid relations have been a central to ‘the context of Indonesia’ developing as we now imagine it, 

and the sense in which aid donors are ‘international’ does not exclude them from being 

important actors within the country’s history.  We might also suggest that the history and politics 

of aid in Indonesia has affected the constitution of donor agencies themselves.  Krismon155 and 

the fall of Suharto had a major effect on staffing within donor agencies in the country – and a 

small but significant number of expatriates had stayed in the country after the 1997/8 crisis.  

Unusually for the aid industry, there were senior managers and consultants at the World Bank, 

                                                      

155 The financial crisis of 1997/8. 
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AusAID, GTZ and UNDP who had been in Indonesia for up to twenty years.  With extensive 

knowledge and well-worn prejudices, rich networks of enemies and friends, these bapak2 and 

ibu2156 were both a blessing and a curse for donor agencies in their attempts to build relations 

with the Indonesian Government.   

This leads us to a final point, which is to consider that each of the donor agencies involved in 

DSF (and indeed, the staff members within them) had a different history of working within 

Indonesia.  Whilst DSF set out to ‘build relationships’ between different donors, and between 

donors and the Government of Indonesia, these relationships were not to be made from scratch.  

Multiple donors had been working on decentralisation issues for more than a decade, and each 

had their own established programmes of work, specialist areas and regular counterparts within 

Government.  Bringing together different donors through DSF, then, was to ask long-

established programmes of assistance to reform through a process initiated by DFID – who had 

only been a minor player in decentralisation up until that point.  Each donor also had preferred 

counter-parts in the Government, and thus relations between different donors were seen to 

transpose relations between different parts of Government – a process which was associated 

with all sorts of trouble for the facility, as I will describe next.   

2 DSF and the Government of Indonesia 

Whilst the previous section was written primarily from published sources on Indonesian history 

and politics, the section which follows has been produced from my own archival research, and 

interviews with the actors directly involved.  My QUEST archive source, complied by staff of 

DFID157, was tremendously useful in this regard.  Through other fieldwork activities I had 

sporadic access to other emails on DSF, but only through this archive was I able to see how they 

fitted into ongoing conversations.  I wrote the section which follows by organising the emails 

and documents into chronological order, and working out whether and how the different items 

responded to each other.  This was combined with data from interviews (the dates in footnotes 

refer either to the date of the email, document or interview).  I suggest that in a very 

straightforward way, having access to this kind of fieldwork material presents particular 
                                                      

156 The terms bapak (father/sir) and ibu (mother/ma’am) have been discussed widely in Indonesian literature in 
terms of how the two senses of these terms is indicative of the interweaving of patronage, kinship, authority and 
paternalism, particularly in Java (see Mulder 1989; Anderson 1990; Beatty 1999 for examples).  Adding ‘2’ after these 
terms pluralises them.        
157 The account is therefore biased in being constructed largely from emails and documents sent to or from DFID 
staff members.  An archiving system also exists within the World Bank, but it was rarely used in practice by World 
Bank staff in Indonesia.  It was not possible to gain access to this archive.    
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opportunities for anthropologists of institutions to engage with issues of Context – because with 

this material we have access to the content, as well as the ‘form’ of bureaucratic life.  

* 

In September 2004, when conversations to initiate the DSF were budding, responsibility for co-

ordinating donor work on decentralisation was held by the Joint Working Group on 

Decentralisation (JWGD), at the time chaired by Abel, a senior manager at GTZ who, as 

described earlier, had been intimately involved in decentralisation from its inception.  JWGD was 

accountable to the Consultative Group on Indonesia (CGI), the donor co-ordination forum 

established by Suharto in 1992, initially chaired by the World Bank and later jointly by the 

Government and World Bank.  JWGD’s principal method for co-ordination was having regular 

meetings, half exclusively with donors, and half with both donors and government.  The purpose 

of these meetings was to share news, discuss projects and recent issues on decentralisation, and 

they had prepared joint documents for the CGI crystallising a common ‘donor view’ on issues to 

be discussed with Government158.   

At around the same time as the World Bank and DFID were starting discussions on DSF (see 

Chapter 2), the JWGD were also starting discussions on how they could improve donor 

coordination on decentralisation.  The GTZ chaired group had tasked their own consultant with 

sketching out a plan for improving this co-ordination.  He had produced a report outlining a 

variety of issues and potential to move forward, and suggested that whilst the JWGD would 

discuss ‘policy’ issues, a new forum could be developed for ‘technical work’ (2004).  These grew 

into two ‘Technical Working Groups’ (TWGs), which would sit under the JWGD.  A major 

challenge, the report argued, was working out ‘the place of government’ in donor co-ordination 

on decentralisation, given the confusion as to ‘which bit of government is in the lead’ (2004).   

Early plans for DSF developed without consultation with JWGD, much to the vexation of Abel 

and his colleagues.  To them, it appeared that DFID and the World Bank were initiating a 

parallel process on donor co-ordination, without ‘co-ordinating’ with the original body which 

had been established for the very purpose of coordination.  Abel described to me how he was 

even more vexed that plans for DSF had not been developed together with the appropriate 

Government counterparts, as he saw them:  “They had Bappenas as a kind of sponsor...the 

                                                      

158 For example, the Working Group on Decentralization, Position Paper for the meeting of the Consultative Group 
on Indonesia Mid-Year Review, 12 June 2002. 
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minister herself at the time.  But it wasn’t something that was established in close coordination 

with our partners.  Definitely not with our main partner – Home Affairs – and you can’t proceed 

on decentralisation without them.”159 

DFID and the World Bank had indeed secured support from Bappenas (the Ministry for 

Planning) in the beginnings of DSF, and had been concerned about the “lack of (Government) 

support”160 for the facility in its inception phase.  They were well aware that “need for 

(Government) endorsement of DSF”161 was a major priority, and in March 2005 they arranged 

for the Bappenas Minister, Sri Mulyani, to formally open the facility together with the Janu, the 

Permanent Secretary of DFID.  They moved to capitalise on this support by having Sri Mulyani 

attend the Paris High-Level Forum meeting, where she might promote DSF to a prestigious 

international audience.  The original Indonesian invitation to Paris had been sent to the Minister 

of Finance, and there was some concern that withdrawing his invitation would cause offence.  It 

was, however, withdrawn, through a process which used the highest ranks of World Bank 

leadership, to appeal directly to President Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono (SBY) that the invitations 

to be switched162.  In the event, Sri Mulyani did not attend the event, as SBY ordered all cabinet 

ministers to stay in-country following the tsunami.  David read a statement at the meeting on her 

behalf. 

Soon after, in April 2005, DFID correspondence describes various ‘difficulties’ in their attempts 

to build relationships with the Government.  In the following months, whilst Bappenas was 

pushing forward policy initiatives such as the “Concept for Vitalisation on Decentralisation and 

Local Autonomy”163 and “Fiscal Decentralisation Action Plan”, Home Affairs had developed its 

own initiative, the “Grand Strategy for the Implementation of Regional Autonomy”.  There was 

increasing talk at DSF of ‘confusion’ within the Indonesian Government.  A narrative developed 

that responsibility for decentralisation was split between Bappenas, Home Affairs and the 

Ministry of Finance.  This being the case, it was not possible to get a clear ‘lead’ from the 

Government as a whole.  It appeared that one of the major risk factors of the facility, identified 

                                                      

159 29th March 2007.  Abel. 
160 20th December 2004.  DFID emails. 
161 14th February 2005.  DFID email. 
162 9th February 2005.  Emails. 
163 20th April 2005.  Quest documents. 
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in its early days, was coming evident:  that the Indonesian Government would be unable to lead 

DSF because despite being “keen” they “lack capacity”164.   

But was it true that the Government lacked ‘capacity’ – or was the DFID-World Bank team 

pushing forward DSF were looking in the wrong place for it165?  Was there ‘confusion’ within 

Government, or was it that donors were confused when trying to understand it?  Perhaps the 

issue was not that the various ministries were ‘confused’ about Government leadership, but 

rather that certain Government ministries wanted to contest the way that authority which was 

being placed with others.     

Some informants suggested that issue of whether Bappenas, Home Affairs or the Ministry of 

Finance were in charge of decentralisation, was in fact a transposition of the question of which 

donor (and which donor co-ordination body) was taking the lead.  Historically, the World Bank 

has always maintained close links with Bappenas and the Ministry of Finance.  GTZ, ADB, 

USAID and the Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA) have historically 

maintained close links with Home Affairs.  Questioning the wisdom of working with Home 

Affairs, then, was to question the strategy which GTZ had followed when chairing the JWGD.    

From Abel’s point of view, there should be no confusion: “Home Affairs is effectively the 

Ministry for Local Governance – you should call it this.  It has the highest supervision of local 

governance issues....  It’s in the lead – there’s no doubt!166”.  He had the idea of creating a 

“Permanent Secretariat for Decentralisation”, which was established in 2006 to bring together all 

Eschelon 2 deputies working on decentralisation, from Bappenas, the Ministry of Finance and 

Home Affairs – working under the authority of the latter.  Abel helped to prepare the ministerial 

decree to establish it, and JWGD worked a programme of support to confirm the secretariat as 

the central point and authority on Government decentralisation work.  Its work-plan, completed 

in May 2006, asserted JWGD to be the highest inter-ministerial body for coordinating 

decentralisation.      

Meanwhile, GTZ in Indonesia received orders from their headquarters in Germany that they had 

to join DSF – in one way or another – in order to fulfil their commitments to the Paris 

                                                      

164 7th December 2004.  DFID emails. 
165 Or perhaps didn’t recognise it. 
166 29th March 2007.  Abel. 
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Declaration167.  In 2005 Abel left his GTZ appointment in Home Affairs, and the chair of 

JWGD was taken up by CIDA.  Evaluations of DSF’s first phase of operations drew sharp 

attention to the need to heal rifts between the facility and JWGD, and work out a clear 

relationship between the two bodies168.  They also reiterated the need to have stronger 

Government leadership of the facility, and highlighted the politics of choosing a counterpart.  

Design documents for the second phase of DSF operations addressed these issues by specifying 

that both the Government and JWGD should have ‘representation’ on DSF’s Management 

Committee169.  It also stated that the Government should ‘participate’ in each of the new work 

programmes which DSF was developing, so that these would be “targeted to meet demand and 

implemented with Government support” 170.  The question then became, who should represent 

the Government on the DSF’s Management Committee?   

This was a contentious issue, with different opinions deriving from mutually exclusive 

conceptions of the real context through which the Government’s decentralisation work was 

organised.  Scott explained how CIDA and GTZ wanted representatives to be drawn from 

Dewan Pertimbagan Otonomi Daerah (DPOD), a board originally set up within Home Affairs (but 

since 1999 reporting to the President), which brought together Bappenas, the Ministry of 

Finance and Home Affairs (Turner et al 2003).  Scott thought this move was unwise because 

DPOD was a powerless agency:  “It doesn’t actually exist or function.  And they are saying that 

Government representation on the DSF Management Committee has to be from that, and since 

it doesn’t actually function you are condemning yourselves to (something that was) put out there 

to keep donors busy.  It will never achieve anything – why do we think that’s a good idea?  You 

now have complete opposition...one side saying we can’t do anything but this and the other side 

says that’s the kiss of death.”171.  

As this conflict was at its height, worries of a DSF clash with JWGD re-emerged.  JWGD 

members were meeting to discuss the establishment of two new ‘Technical Working Groups’, to 

be managed by the Permanent Secretariat172.  At DSF, Priya was concerned that “two parallel 

processes are on: 1) with (Home Affairs) in the driving seat, donors sitting as the (J)DWG are 

                                                      

167 This is based on secondary evidence – emails refer to the direction second-hand. 
168 September 2006.  Quest documents. 
169 March 2006. Quest documents. 
170 March 2006.  DFID emails. 
171 13th June 2006.  Scott. 
172 29th June 2006.  Emails. 
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trying to support the proposed TWG, and 2) the same donors (with the exception of one or two) 

sitting as the DSF have decided to establish multi-level links with (Government) and have 

already firmed up a much clearer work-plan based on the (DSF Logical Framework)”173.  The 

worry was that DSF’s new programmes were being “trumped” – that they would be ‘overtaken’ 

by JDWG initiatives which overlapped with their own.  Mary reassured her that having two 

initiatives by donors to do the same thing didn’t necessary render their efforts obsolete:  “It 

would be high risk to any donor to put all their eggs in the (Home Affairs) basket... as is 

evidenced by the behaviour of our partners, namely GTZ and CIDA174”.  The former and 

current chair of JWGD were, at the time, newly confirmed members of DSF.   

Mary interpreted this as an attempt to hedge their bets, not only investing in their historic 

relationships with Home Affairs, but through a DSF effort which would invest in building 

relationships with Home Affairs, Ministry of Finance and Bappenas.  By late August 2006, 

working with all three of these ministries was formally specified as the approach to be taken by 

DSF donor agencies.  ‘Agency Letters’, which formalised the terms on which donors would 

participate in DSF, were standardised to include reference to the triple Ministry approach175.  

There were concerns, however, that this was only done grudgingly.  DFID reports from 

September 2006 described how divisions which were identified in the first phase of DSF’s work 

were continuing:  that the World Bank was continuing to cultivate Bappenas and the Ministry of 

Finance as Government counterparts of choice, whilst CIDA and GTZ favoured Home Affairs.     

Hoping to sidestep the question of whether the World Bank or CIDA/GTZ were right, the DSF 

Management Committee decided to simply approach all three ministries of the Government, and 

ask them to choose their own representatives in their own way.  Throughout October, 

November and December 2006, DSF held meetings with each ministry, making careful attempts 

to prepare their documentation, be clear about its limits and anticipate questions which might 

emerge from each group.  They did not however succeed in eliciting a nominated representative 

from the Government, and the matter was becoming a grave concern for DFID management.  

George pressed that the absence of Government “seriously weakens the DSF”, making it 

vulnerable criticisms of illegitimacy176.  In December, Vikram described hopes that the “long-

                                                      

173 24th July 2006.  Priya, email. 
174 24th July 2006.  Mary, email. 
175 28th August 2006.  Emails. 
176 6th December 2006.  George, email. 
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running saga” of finding Government representation would be drawing to a close177.  Senior 

officials in Bappenas said that they would broker talks between the three ministries, at the 

highest (Eschelon 1) level, which would appoint a representative in time for the next DSF 

Management Committee meeting, scheduled for the New Year.   

Unfortunately, however, such arrangements were soon washed away with a Bappenas reshuffle.  

The Bappenas officials with whom DSF had been negotiating were replaced, and under the 

leadership of a new Bappenas minister, presented a sceptical view of the DSF facility178.  They 

demanded a clearer, formal agreement as to what the Government’s ‘partnership’ with DSF 

would involve; what its role would be, and what was the status of the DSF.  A new process was 

begun to develop a ‘Memorandum of Understanding’ between the Government and DSF.  

Whilst some Government counterparts had been mandated to attend DSF meetings, they made 

it clear they were not prepared to give direction in those forums until such an agreement had 

been signed.  New and old officials within Bappenas clashed over arrangements which had 

already been made with the facility.  There were accusations that multi-million dollar agreements 

had been signed without proper consultation within the ministry, and without proper awareness 

of DSF funding which had already been committed179.   

Meanwhile, in January 2007, President SBY announced that the Consultative Group on 

Indonesia (CGI) was to be disbanded.  SBY’s actions were met with great approval by the 

Indonesian press, and was said to strengthen SBY’s popularity by demonstrating his 

independence from foreign donors.  Bappenas officials described how despite their 

‘insignificance’ to Government finances, there was strong public sensitivity around foreign loans.  

This display of assertiveness over donors was a politically valuable way to bolster SBY’s 

popularity.   

Somewhat surprisingly perhaps, the disbanding of CGI was welcomed by its own chair.  David, 

Country Head of the World Bank and chair of CGI at the time, praised the move both in public 

and in a private email telling heads of donor agencies the news180.  Although the decision was 

said to be made by SBY alone and came as a surprise to Government officials and donors across 

Jakarta, it was not entirely out of the blue.  The suggestion had been raised years earlier by senior 

                                                      

177 16th December 2006.  Vikram, email. 
178 23rd May 2007. 
179 21st February 2007.  Bappenas, emails. 
180 He gave me a copy of this personally. 
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World Bank staff, and there had been rumours of a dissolution for some time.  When David left 

his job in Indonesia a few months later, speeches at his leaving party described the dissolution of 

CGI as evidence of his own success in reducing Indonesia’s aid dependence181.  Whilst to the 

Indonesian public, the story of disbanding CGI was one of the Indonesian President asserting 

his strength against donors, amongst donors it was a story of David’s strength in bolstering the 

power of SBY.  Privately, SBY emphasised to David that donors were still very much valued in 

Indonesia, and that he was keen to continue receiving aid182.  Indeed, the Government had 

signed an agreement with the World Bank for the biggest loan since krismon, just three weeks 

before the dissolution of CGI was announced.   

The public portrayal of CGI’s dissolution was more seen by most of my informants as more 

important than any ‘real’ consequences of its loss.  My informants described how the body was 

seen as “little more than ceremonial” and a “waste of time”.  One explained that ‘the disbanding 

of CGI has had practically no impact on the workings of donors at all.  It was already pretty 

defunct before it was killed off’.  Another concurred “it doesn’t really matter – it’s only 

cancelling a meeting effectively.  The meetings were always useless…they just reiterated the 

bilateral agreements which all the agencies had anyway.  For (a subsection of CGI) they would 

just change the date on the top of last years report – they never changed any of the content”183.    

However, the JWGD and Permanent Secretariat were founded ‘under’ CGI.  Even if the role of 

CGI itself was negligible, without it, what status did these two bodies have?  It seemed, perhaps, 

had never been important, it was unclear whether without CGI, the JWGD, its Technical 

Working Groups or the Permanent Secretariat retain their claim to authority on co-ordinating 

donor work on decentralisation?  Abel described how it had long been anticipated that CGI 

would no longer play an important role, and so “from the beginning we thought of having a 

Working Group that wcoud continue independent of CGI184.  From a DSF point of view, it 

appeared that the question of how the facility might relate to JWGD and the Permanent 

Secretariat might be resolved after all – simply through the abandonment of these two fora.   

                                                      

181 During the party, a short film was played showing short speeches from various key figures from the Government 
of Indonesia, the Indonesian media, business and civil society.    
182 Interview with David, 7th February 2007. 
183 29th January 2007.  Interview with World Bank manager. 
184 29th May 2007.  Abel.  Unfortunately this typing error was made during the interview, and I have no record of 
whether Abel meant JWGD ‘would’ remain, or ‘could’ remain after CGI’s dissolution.   



129 

 

With all this uncertainty in the air, DSF staff became increasingly aware of risk factors which 

might jeopardise their hopes of settling down to a clear relationship with the Government.  

Whilst in previous months there had been talk of setting up ‘regional DSF offices’ – in Makassar, 

Aceh and Papua – with their relationship with central Government in the balance such moves 

were considered “high risk” 185.  There was a concern that if DSF negotiated harmonization work 

for these areas directly with Provincial Governors, those in central Government would feel that 

they were being undermined.  Mindful of the political sensitivities around these outer regions 

DSF staff sought to ensure all their work programmes were negotiated with and agreed by 

central Government, lest they be suspected of deliberately or inadvertently supporting separatist 

agendas.          

As when they faced an impasse over understandings of which central Government agency was 

leading decentralisation, when facing a context which was not wholly understood but clearly 

spiked with conflict, DSF donors attempted to subdue the ‘politics’ around their work.  Working 

through central Government was a ‘safer’ position, through which they could avoid getting 

‘involved’ in power struggles within the archipelago.  Just as the strategy for dealing with inter-

ministerial conflict was to let Government decide amongst themselves, so when dealing with 

conflict between different ‘levels’ of Government, the approach as an attempt to stay ‘out of it’.  

Thus, during the time of my fieldwork, donors at DSF concentrated their energies on building 

relationships with central – rather than decentralised – parts of the Indonesian government.  

This strategy was one of the great controversies of the facility:  some thought that the decision to 

build a decentralisation facility through the centre was based on ignorance of how things ‘really’ 

happened in Indonesia whilst other thought that given the over-centralised constitution and 

legislation of Indonesia (a legacy of the New Order), donors had to change central policy in 

order to get anywhere.    

Trumping 

Looking back through the story of the Government-DSF relationship, we see several times over 

a phenomenon I will call ‘trumping’.  Again and again, tensions arose when bodies with greater 

authority or momentum undermined, or threatened to undermine, the roles of existing 

structures.  First, we saw how JWGD feared that DSF was going to ‘trump’ their new initiative 

to promote harmonisation of the technical aspects of decentralisation, and undermine their 

position as the primary donor co-oordination body.  Then, because of her participation in DSF, 

                                                      

185 30th March 2007. 



130 

 

it was argued that the Minister for Bappenas should ‘trump’ the Minister for Finance and attend 

the Paris High-Level Forum (2005) in his place.  GTZ and CIDA were concerned that working 

with Bappenas and the Ministry of Finance would ‘trump’ the authority of Home Affairs; whilst 

the World Bank was sceptical that such authority ever existed.  DSF staff were later worried that 

new ‘Technical Working Groups’ at JWGD would ‘trump’ their own workplans.  Attempts to 

identify Government representation through a triple-ministry process were ‘trumped’ by 

Bappenas reshuffles.  It was unclear whether the disbanding of CGI would lead to anyone being 

‘trumped’.  On the one hand, the body was seen as having no significance or authority, but 

without it, what claim could JWGD and the Permanent Secretariat – both established ‘under’ 

CGI – make as the fulcrums of donor co-ordination?  Perhaps through CGI’s dissolution DSF 

might avoid ‘trumping’ JWGD, and instead rise to a leadership role by default.  Similarly, DSF 

sought to avoid building relationships with provincial governments for fear that they might then 

be complicit in provincial attempts to ‘trump’ central Government.  Here, to show their 

appropriate place as deferent to the Government, donors attempted to avoid getting in its 

internal struggles for authority.         

We see in all this how the context in which donors was worked meant not that they operated 

within a certain set of co-ordinates, but that these co-ordinates kept changing.  As Scott 

remarked to me, “the one thing you can be sure about in Indonesia is that you don’t know what 

is going to happen next”186.  Trumping occurs when a change of authority destabilises existing 

institutional relationships, which occurs in myriad Contexts across the world.  It is not always 

possible to tell whether trumping has been brought about deliberately, by accident, or whether 

strenuous attempts have been made to avoid it.  Thus, it is an issue of doubt.   

It could be argued that trumping is particularly pronounced (and therefore observable) in 

Indonesia, because of the significance of authority in the country.  Scholars have long noted the 

importance of hierarchy within Indonesian politics and society, and particularly its significance 

within Java (Guiness 1989; Pemberton 1994; Mulder 1994; Mudjanto 1986).  Mulder describes 

how Indonesian nationals are obliged to tunduk (submit to) and patuh (obey) the authority of 

Government, and that the imaginary of the Indonesian state as kekeluargaan (borne of family) 

positions Government as a paternal figure whose legitimacy is beyond question (Mulder 1994: 

50-51).  Pemberton argues that rebutan – struggles for power in the New Order – implicitly 

trouble ‘traditional’ practices of slamaten, which forge keamanan (safety) through tata (order) 
                                                      

186 27th February 2006.  Scott. 
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(Pemberton 1994: 18).  Explanations of sudden eruptions of violence in Indonesia are 

commonly explained by the notion that Indonesians are unable to act on their own, but will 

always follow the authority of a dalang (puppeteer) (Coppel et al 2006: 14).  The New Order was 

preoccupied with threats from ‘formless organisations’ and ‘shadowy figures’, believing that a 

shift in patronage could sweep their power away (Lindsey 2006).     

I would suggest however, that the more interesting question is not about the extent to which 

trumping is ‘Indonesian’; nor the distinctiveness of trumping in Indonesia compared with similar 

phenomenon in other parts of the world.  I also think we can only travel so far by asking how 

the ‘internationalness’ of donors impacted on such relations.  This mattered because of the need 

to show respect for Indonesian sovereignty.  In terms of the issue of trumping, it did not 

particularly matter whether emails were written whilst listening to Irwan Falls or Marvin Gaye, 

whether meetings were interrupted for prayer or conducted over a cappuccino.  If context is about 

the relevance of power, then trumping illuminates those moments when different kinds of power 

become relevant – the power of an email from donor headquarters in one moment; the power of 

understanding a fragment of language the next.  For my informants, the context of Indonesia was 

unpredictable – filled with uncertainties and doubt – and might destabilise their institutional 

relationships with little regard for where in the world they were from personally.  A key element 

of context is that it is beyond apprehension; with the potential to surprise.     

Thus, the issue of trumping demonstrates ethnographically how context can be unknown.  In the 

last part of this Chapter I will show how this introduces a further aspect to the model of power in 

doubt. 

Tangles of uncertainty  

There were certain moments in DSF when actors had to stop trying to work out what was going 

on, and accept that there would be uncertainties over which they would have no control, and 

should only make limited attempts to investigate.  At a certain point, it was clear that DSF must 

step away from the inter-ministerial conflicts between Bappenas, Home Affairs and Ministry of 

Finance, lest their relations with Government led to one ministry ‘trumping’ the others, and in 

turn framing DSF as troublemakers.  It was clear that DSF had to avoid getting involved in 

conflicts between central Government and the regions, lest they be accused of undermining 

Government sovereignty.  If DSF was seen to be interfering in issues which weren’t its business, 

they risked being rejected by the country altogether, or more likely watching their harmonisation 

efforts sink into obscurity.  At the end of the day, I was told “(the Government) has many more 
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important things to worry about than whether donors get along together”187:  If the efforts of 

DSF were causing them a serious headache, the Government could simply disengage, and “wait 

for them to go away”188.  When evaluations showed DSF that the facility was not a response to a 

recipient Government’s request for harmonisation, donor headquarters would “let it die”189.  To 

prevent this happening, the only move for donors was to leave the Government to resolve their 

disputes ‘amongst themselves’ – work with whatever authority emerged, and hope that this 

would hold long enough to secure their own institutional arrangements.   

It wasn’t that inter-ministerial and central-regional conflicts didn’t matter to donors.  Far from it.  

Rather, such conflicts mattered so much that donors were forced to make them irrelevant to 

their own decision-making processes.    

As we have seen over the first two Chapters, the trail of movement of actors in DSF can be 

mapped like the journey of a piece of thread (cf. Ingold 2007).  Agents set out in a certain 

direction, following certain agendas, incentives and purposes.  They change direction now and 

again, looping back on themselves and responding to the changing circumstances they find (see 

Fig. 12). 

Fig. 12.  Threads of movement 

 

Looking back at the trail of thread, we can see the points were decisions get made, and even 

work out why some of the twists and turns were taken.  As we understand sections of movement 
                                                      

187 13th June 2006.  Scott. 
188 21st May 2007.  UNDP manager. 
189 13th June 2006.  ABG manager. 
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through analysis, we can mark out different gestures (see Chapter 2).  In one gesture, we can see 

that in 2004 the World Bank and DFID realised their programmes had much in common, and 

after Janu’s visit to Indonesia started to move more closely together to establish DSF (Fig. 13, 

and Chapter 1, p.26).   

Fig 13.  World Bank and DFID start to work together 

 

In another, we can see that as plans for DSF developed, JWGD became concerned that DSF 

was usurping its own plans to lead improvement of donor harmonisation (Fig.14 and p. 121, this 

Chapter).  The movement of the two agents came together until they started to overlap, and then 

each moved away from the other and establish clarity over their role. 
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Fig. 14.  JWGD and DSF move together and then apart 

 

When agents find themselves working in the same arena, competing for resources, authority and 

power, they may twist and turn around each other.  They respond to the fact of competition, 

changing direction in order to mark out their space and assert their authority.  As these threads 

get into a tangle, it becomes less possible to see the shape and direction of their trails (Fig. 15).    

Fig 15.  A tangle 

 

Sometimes, what looks like a tangle is in fact a slipknot.  The disbanding of CGI, for example, 

appeared to be point of competition between Government and donors, with the former sending 

a message of dominance to the latter.  It appeared that as Government looped around donors, it 

would pull their thread off course.  However, understanding how the loop is made we see that 
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the two threads are not in tension (SBY simply made the move for public show, and as CGI was 

already defunct it was no skin off donors’ nose).  The slip knot simply slides down the thread 

and all parties continue their paths without having to change direction (Fig 16).  It should be 

noted here that these threads are not objects to be manipulated.  As was described in Chapter 1, 

they are (mis)apprehensions of movement.  

Fig 16.  The disbanding of CGI, drawn as three stages 

 

 

 



136 

 

At other times, there are tangles where all we can see is that there are threads coming out at 

different directions.  Once they are knotted, the lines run together into a black blob.  In the 

tangle of Home Affairs, Bappenas and the Ministry of Finance, it was not possible to see how 

the threads curled around each other, which were in tension and which were loose, or how DSF 

might pull to release them.  Actors, imagining the paths of each other, might project different 

ways of manipulating relationships to solve their problems.  From where GTZ is positioned, it 

seems like pulling out the Home Affairs thread will release the tangle; from the World Bank side, 

it seems better to pull at Bappenas (Fig 17).  Nobody can tell for sure:  it is a tangle of 

uncertainty. 

Fig. 17.  A tangle of uncertainty between Home Affairs, Finance and Bappenas 

 

We do know, however, that if pulling at a thread doesn’t release the knot, then it may pull other 

actors into it.  The Home Affairs/Bappenas/Ministry of Finance tangle was connected to other 

tangles around the relationships between the donors involved in decentralisation, and picking at 

the tangle would draw these issues in too.  From DSF’s perspective, there is little incentive to 

unravel the tangle in any case.  For them, it doesn’t matter per se what happens between Home 

Affairs, Bappenas and the Ministry of Finance, only that there is a clear thread emerging from 

the knot, which the DSF can loop around.  Better to leave the tangle to its black mystery, dealing 
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instead with whatever emerges from it, and hope that that future twists do not force its thread to 

get caught up once again.    

We can see here how uncertainty and the unknown are centrally connected to the concept of 

risk, which is a core concern of aid agencies in their planning work.  The DSF was pitched as a 

“high risk, high return” proposal when the facility was working to win funds from DFID for its 

second phase.  There was some concern that in scoring their proposal as “high risk” they would 

raise alarm bells in the minds of those who would approve funding, and the case for DSF as an 

innovative initiative, with potentially massive impact, had to be proportionate to the risks 

involved.  Uncertainty and the unknown were both a danger and a defence here.  To ‘stay out of’ 

disputes such as the Home Affairs/Bappenas/Ministry of Finance tangle was a means to reduce 

the risk that DSF would exacerbate them, but it also meant the stability of the initiative was 

dependent on discussions taking place beyond them – which they were in no position to control.  

As plans for the initiative progressed and its complications deepened, the risks around DSF 

became ever more pronounced and the mitigation strategies available to DSF staff became ever 

more compromising.             

When tangles are left alone, they retain the unknown at the centre of them, and uncertainty in 

the strands that emanate from it.  The question for donors becomes: ‘Who in the Government 

has authority for leading decentralisation?’, rather than ‘Who in the Government should we work 

with in order to make decentralisation a) country-driven and b) pro-poor?’.  We are not dealing 

with Context; we are dealing with context.  It is a matter of the relevance of power, not the 

analysis of conceptual life.  The important issue is who donors should deal with in this particular 

political environment, rather than how they might intervene to change the form of that 

environment itself.  These two forms of ‘context’ are a hinged pair – as we stop dealing with one, 

we are automatically dealing with the other.  When the attempt to separate the strands of thread 

(to identify Context) is halted, donors must deal with the knot itself.  This becomes a ‘sovereign’ 

object which gets moved around as a whole, as donors deal with Home Affairs, Bappenas and 

the Ministry of Finance together – afraid of pick at their threads.   

Latour also examined the process whereby the complexity of issues would no longer be 

inspected (1999).  He coined the notion of “blackboxing” to describe the way in which scientific 

and technical work is made invisible by its own success:  “When a machine runs efficiently, when 

a matter of fact is settled, one need focus only on its inputs and outputs and not on its internal 

complexity.” (Latour 1999: 304).  The black box was a form of summary, allowing actors to do 
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away with irrelevant complexity and deal with facts that have been established, and no longer 

need to be questioned (Latour 1999: 70, 130).  We don’t need to know what the black box is 

because we know what it does:  relevance triumphs over the conceptual.  So long as everything 

works, blackboxes conceal the relationships of a multitude of elements, which come to 

transform the technical into its own institution. 

My tangles however, are not produced by the success of understanding, but of its struggle.  They 

are not neat boxes, but leave trailing ends and odd loops – the line of thread is both in the tangle 

and out if it, with some sections free and others tightly bound into it.  What has been established 

is that there is uncertainty.  Trailing around the uncertainty there is doubt:  the World Bank can 

guess to pull at a Bappenas thread, and GTZ can guess to pull at Home Affairs, but nobody knows 

for sure what the effects of this will be.  The tangle itself is similar to Riles’ brackets (2000), 

which held issues of contention in a holding pen, to be systematically removed by discussion 

(2000: 84).  The tangle is different though, because the uncertainty is not to be resolved – it will 

be left alone, and dealt with as an object in its own right.     

I would suggest that it is through this feature of tangles that they present possibilities for the 

concern with which I started this Chapter:  how context matters.   

It was a feature of the institutional life of donors that some things were not their business.  

Perhaps it is in the nature of having business, to have things that are not it.  It was not the 

business of donors to pick at the tangles of Government; it was not the business of a GTZ 

manager to challenge the programmatic decisions of DFID.  Sometimes, an issue within an 

institution might be temporarily the business of many people, and then quickly closed up once 

the matter was resolved.   

There were certain things which were not the business of my anthropological study (see also 

Chapter 2), and this was a fluid category.  The exigencies of such a sensitive fieldsite led me to 

mimick my informants by leaving certain topics unexplored, at least whilst there was heightened 

anxiety around them.  For example, when the scandal of Paul Wolfowitz190 broke, my World 

Bank informants were candid about their opinions that he should resign.  They displayed ‘anti-

corruption’ ribbons on their offices and sent me emails lobbying for his resignation.  Once he 

had resigned, however, conversation on the scandal became taboo, and if I raised it (even with 
                                                      

190 President of the World Bank, 2005-7.  Wolfowitz was a former US Ambassador to Indonesia, and was known 
personally to some of my informants.  His tenure as World Bank President ended in 2007 following a scandal over 
pay-rises to a World Bank employee with whom he was romantically involved.     
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the same people) they became prickly and I dropped the subject191.  From an Actor-Network 

Theory perspective we might interpret this to say that in the moments when institutional life is 

being problematised (Callon 1986; Latour 1991; Singleton and Michael 1993; Law 1994), we can be 

bolder in our exploration of Context.  However, when contestation has passed and institutions 

are engaging in enrolment, informants will prefer questions of context.  The problematisation stage is 

the time when many people are analysing conceptual life – and are more likely to agree that 

anthropologists can/should too.  At the enrolment stage, people are concerned with the relevance 

of power (context) – and therefore anthropological attempts to analyse concepts (Context) may 

seem irrelevant or worse.  In this, we can identify how fieldsites like DSF present particular 

opportunities for anthropological enquiry.  If we study institutions which are in the process of 

being emerging, rather than those which are up and running, there may be more ethnographic 

access to Context.   

We can observe two other issues from this.  First, that it is not the case that Context is the 

domain of anthropologists, and context of (my) informants.  Both parties may take an interest in 

either, or both, at different times.  Second, the sensitivity of data is not a quality of the material 

itself, but is a relation to institutional life.  Data may be sensitive one minute and banal the next, 

and vice-versa.  This further supports the argument I made in Chapter 2, that objectivity is an 

issue of the social life of research, not a quality of text.     

Where does all this leave us, however, in terms of Gellner’s concept-context problematic?  I 

would suggest that this is the point to set Actor-Network Theory down, and take up a 

framework which foregrounds the multiple directions in which institutional life can move, rather 

than its movement through a particular process192.  Corsín Jiménez and Willerslev have 

described how, through the ethnography of the economic practices of the Siberian Yukaghirs, we 

can identify moments of reversibility in conceptual life (Corsín-Jiménez and Willerslev 2007).  A 

moment of reversal is when the visible parts of an institution or practice turn back and cross 

over their invisible parts.  Corsín Jiménez and Willerslev call the moment of reversal a ‘limit 

appearance’, when the visible is captured by the invisible (2007: 532).  One of their examples is 
                                                      

191 Methodologically, such judgements had the consequence of delimiting my dataset, and refracting it through the 
concerns and anxieties of my informants.  There is a trade-off between digging deep into sensitive subjects (which 
might reveal critical elements of the fieldsite) and maintaining the confidence of informants to as to maintain 
fieldwork access in the longer term.  A study such as my own which, alongside informants, finds a certain power 
through ‘not knowing’, is therefore complementary to conventional evaluations that take a flashbulb account of 
development progress, and can take different risks in gathering data.     

192 That is, ‘problematisation’, ‘interessement’, ‘enrolment’ and ‘mobilization’. 
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the rare but awkward moment during elk hunting, where a wealthy sponsor of the hunt demands 

a larger or better part of the meat.  Ordinarily, everyone involved in the hunt should get an equal 

share, irrespective of age and skill – hierarchy and interpersonal dependency are invisible.  At this 

limit appearance, however, hunters bow their heads in humility and a change in vocabulary takes 

place – sponsors, previously referred to as brat (brother) are called Khozyain (master).  We might 

compare this to uncomfortable moments in DSF when DFID’s status as the primary sponsor of 

DSF became visible (see Chapter 4).   

We might compare it also, to those rare but uncomfortable moments when anthropologists of 

institutions are asked questions which imply their ethnography is inadequate because it is not 

‘exotic’.  Whilst binarisms such as ‘traditional’/‘modern’, ‘familiar’/‘strange’ are visibly 

problematised in contemporary anthropology, I would suggest that the terms remain significant 

as paired opposites (cf. Yarrow forthcoming), which emerge in less visible ways such as when 

ethnographic work of institutions is under scrutiny.  If a methodological error with anthropology 

of ‘traditional’, ‘strange’ social life has been to be over-charitable to informants (Gellner 2003), 

then perhaps a methodological error of anthropology of ‘modern’, ‘familiar’ social life has been 

not to be charitable enough.  My experience has been that in the guesswork which is intrinsic to 

asking an (academic) question, there is often an assumption that informants in ‘modern’, 

‘familiar’ fieldwork sites will resist ethnographic enquiry; that they will not understand what we 

are doing; that they do understand but also reject anthropological work; or feel that 

anthropological concepts are threatening to their own.  Whilst such questions are sometimes 

very apposite, I would suggest that they can be based on an inverse of the methodological error 

identified by Gellner.  Gellner showed how the assumption that the indigenous concept was 

‘Good193’, delimited the way that ‘context’ could be apprehended in anthropological description, 

because ‘context’ would only be refracted so as to render a concept ‘Good’.  Riles has shown 

how the familiarity of institutional bureaucracy leaves anthropology without a tangible sense of 

refraction (Riles 2000).  Where “analysis doesn’t feel like analysis anymore” (2000: 6), the 

contextualising work of thick description cannot work, because it only appeals to an “outside” of 

the artefact under study.  Her methodological solution is to turn (the network) inside out – that 

is, to render the forms of institutional life as objects for anthropological analysis.  It is ‘inside 

out’, I think, because form and content are part of the same surface – and ethnography reveals 

                                                      

193 Gellner uses the ‘Good/Bad’ opposition to cover binary possibilities such as ‘true/false’, ‘meaningful/absurd’, 
‘sensible/silly’, amongst others. 
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constant inversions between one and the other194.  So it’s not that form is the ‘outside’, and 

content is the ‘inside’ – it’s that these two twist across each other dynamically in the course of 

bureaucratic practice.      

The subject of Riles’s study “defies context as an analytical device” (2000: 21).  Mine does not, 

because it is about the politics rather than the aesthetics of bureaucracy195.  It must, however, 

overcome the inverse of Gellner’s problem – we must not refract Context so as to render 

anthropological concepts ‘Good’ and bureaucratic concepts ‘Bad’.  This is not just because doing 

so would be unfair, but because it subverts ethnographic enquiry.    

I suggest that the notion of reversibility might be useful here.  Corsín Jiménez and Willerslev 

describe reversibility as a moment where the invisible turns the visible “inside-out” (2007: 529).  

They argue that reversibles are “opposites that self-contain themselves” (2007: 538); as form and 

content self-contain themselves, perhaps.      

In my ethnography, we might say that the moment when context becomes Context is a limit 

appearance.  It is a folding moment, not a structure (cf. Corsín-Jiménez and Willerslev 2007: 

539), and therefore it is a moment of politics, not aesthetics.  I would suggest that, in relation to 

my material, this limit appearance is doubt.  So, at the heart of a tangle there is uncertainty – you 

don’t know where the threads are going, so best to leave them all alone.  Between more than one 

tangle there is doubt – you can see where a thread goes in, but cannot be sure of the 

consequences of pulling it.  Pulling it might untangle the knot, leaving threads able to pursue 

their journeys; it might pull other knots into the tangle; and the very act of untangling might 

create loose threads which become knotted themselves.  To restate this ethnographically, if DSF 

attempts to find out whether Home Affairs, Bappenas of the Ministry of Finance should have 

authority for decentralisation, it may be that they get a clear answer, and find that all these parties 

can pursue their journeys more easily.  They may find that getting into the issue ignites tension 

between GTZ, CIDA and the World Bank, as they attempt to maintain relations with their 

preferred Government partner.  They may find that through the very course of investigating 

inter-ministerial relationships, DSF are accused of undermining the sovereignty of the 

Indonesian Government.  They have no way of knowing what the consequences of their actions 

                                                      

194 The term ‘content’ is an imposition on my part.  Riles work shows how form is content, even as it forecloses it: 
“Both perfectly complete and utterly vacuous, forms such as facts and matrices, brackets full of text, or numbers 
and networks enable viewers to share everything and nothing, as does, for example, “knowing the facts” (2001; 184).     
195 Thanks to Annelise Riles, whose feedback on a draft of this Chapter helped me to make this point. 
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might be: the threads outside the tangle represent doubt (Fig. 18).Fig 18.  Doubt and uncertainty.  

At the centre of uncertainty is the unknown 

 

Thus, untangling is the vice-versa example of what Corsín Jiménez and Willerslev identify as 

reversibility:  they are the risk that the invisible will be captured by the visible.  If the relations 

between different threads become known – not treated as sovereign within a tangle of 

uncertainty – the fact of visibility can have political consequences.  This happens at the moment 

when context becomes Context – when you stop working with whatever power is relevant (a 

loose thread emerging from a tangle), and pick at the tangle itself (to understand how the 

different threads relate).  I argue that in fieldsites such as my own, anthropologists should not 

take their task to be pursuing Context; that which enables analysis of conceptual life.  Instead, we 

should aim to identify those ethnographic moments when context and Context are reversed.  This 

might be a slightly different kind of analytic movement than that typically made by scholars of 

Strathern.  I will show in Chapter 4 how the context/Context distinction yields valuable insight 

into the problem flagged in the Introduction of this dissertation, of how we might understand 

bureaucratic struggle.   

For donors in Indonesia, context matters all the more, the less it is identifiable.  The challenge 

for my anthropological work therefore is not so much to trace and co-ordinate Context, but 

understand the political effects of it being unknown.   

In the next Chapter I take up the notion of a sovereign object (a tangle), as vital to donor 

struggles in bureaucracy. 
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Chapter 4 
“Going round in circles”: dealing with process 

 

During my fieldwork, work at DSF was filled with frustration.  My informants complained that 

they were often dealing with the same problems again and again, although they each had 

different explanations for why this was happening, and different ideas about how to move 

forward.  They described how work was “going around in circles”, as they struggled to make 

progress in designing the facility and planning their work.  In terms of the model of power in 

doubt, “going around in circles” might be drawn as a line which curls back around itself to form a 

loop (see Fig. 19).   

Fig. 19.  Going around in a circle 

 

Ethnographically, a loop occurs when an actor can no longer move in an objective direction.  

They have to turn, going backwards for a time before finding a way to move objectively again.  

This movement happens when actors encounter difficulties – when there is a problem which 

prevents them from moving forward in their work.  When one loop forms on top of another, 

again and again, it may be the beginning of a tangle (see Fig. 20, and Chapter 3). 

Fig. 20.  Many loops form a tangle 
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Of all the difficulties that informants encountered in DSF, the most controversial and 

problematic issues were around process.  My informants used the term ‘process’ to refer to formal 

modes of bureaucracy, which must be adhered to if DSF work was to be legitimate.  So, for 

example, if someone forged an interpretation of a particular regulation or procedural rule, they 

might check with certain colleagues that they agreed with the interpretation.  If someone wrote a 

new version of a document, they might send it to certain colleagues for comments, or hold a 

meeting to discuss it.  In writing a document, they might cross-check with institutional 

procedures and rules, and realise that certain clauses needed to be amended, added or deleted.  

They might cross-check against previous work, to ensure the work as a whole was consistent.  

Process was about consultation – either of people, of rules and regulations, or of the precedents 

set by previous work; and about the interpretive work which that consultation entailed.   

In one sense, process generated a distinctive value for harmonised, multi-donor work.  DSF was 

special as an initiative because it was attempting to bring together multiple donors, and create a 

coherent, collective programme of work.  DSF had to meet its objectives (see Chapter 2), but the 

way that it did so was also important.  As Mary put it, “we’re not just trying to do something, 

we’re trying to do something in a particular way”196.  Process was important because it represented 

the effort to develop as a collective programme – where decisions were made by a number of 

donor agencies – contrasting with the conventional, single-agency approach.  It forged DSF’s 

legitimacy as an initiative.  A critical element of the DSF was that it was a facility – described as 

not an organisation on its own, and not a legal entity of any kind197.  Legally, DSF was only 

legitimate in so far as it complied with the organisational regulations of its constituent donor 

agencies.  Process was the means by which DSF might achieve this.      

From an Actor-Network theory perspective, process would appear to be concerned with 

enrolment (Law 1994: 158-9).  Formal modes of bureaucracy serve to keep each actor engaged 

and integrated within DSF, and serve to keep DSF engaged and integrated with its constituent 

donor agencies.  This integration is cemented when action is mobilised, on the basis of 

agreements which emerge from consultation.  For Actor-Network theorists, process would be a 

means for producing coherence in the representation of events which form plausible narratives.  

They might describe process as a means for power.  

                                                      

196 12th June 2006.  Mary. 
197 The idea being that DSF should not become ‘another player’ that the Government of Indonesia would have to 
interact with.  It should consolidate the work of donor agencies, meaning Government can deal with multiple 
agencies at once - reducing their ‘transaction costs’. 
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As was described in Chapter 2, coherent representations were not enough to render my 

informants’ work objective or powerful.  They placed a strong emphasis on the impact DSF 

would have, and were very conscious that their harmonised would not be successful if it only 

managed to get donors to agree with one another.  Indeed, too much emphasis on keeping 

donors ‘on-side’ was liable to make them revolt.  Vikram described his embarrassment at having 

to invite other donor heads of agency to a ‘Management retreat’, saying they had already given up 

a lot of time to the effort to generate consensus198.  In any case, process did not necessarily 

succeed in forging agreement.  Greg described how his small team had gone around in circles 

when attempting to write their work-plan, and had to move on without a common view:  

“Eventually, people just got tired of arguing and they agreed to make a decision.  That’s not 

exactly consensus, but it’s still a resolution as far as I’m concerned”199.  As I will show in this 

Chapter, there was not always confidence that consulting rules and regulations meant they had 

definitely been complied with.  There was little confidence in consulting people either.  Henk felt 

that the consultation process in the early days of DSF was conducted just for the sake of it, when 

plans for the facility were already a done-deal:   “They said you can join it or leave it, it’s up to 

you – but it is going to happen anyway”200.  All this evidence would a view that process is about 

enrolling actors to organisations.  If process isn’t about enrolment, how does it work within 

bureaucracy?   

For some people within DSF, process was – almost by definition – a useless and alienating 

exercise.  Scott found it particularly irritating.  He often complained about unnecessary and 

pointless bureaucratic rituals within DSF, and described process as the main factor eroding morale.  

“Humans want to deal with substance”, he said, suggesting that his colleagues were becoming 

depressed because the emphasis on process at DSF reduced them to mechanical administrators201.  

Greg’s experience backs up Scott’s view.  For him, the challenges of harmonised work brought 

no satisfaction:  “This job is less about intellectual challenge than it is about institutional 

challenge… Each of us is working inside our own institution, and you have a set of operating 

principles and constraints which you learn to live with and work around within your own 

institution.  When you are trying to work across institutions this gets even more difficult, 

                                                      

198 8th February 2007.  Vikram. 
199 31st January 2007.  Greg. 
200 6th March 2006.  Henk. 
201 13th June 2006.  Scott. 
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especially when you are working on things like financing activities, getting contracts through.  

Frankly, most of it is deadly dull – it’s just grinding, mind-numbing work” 202.    

There was no argument that process was often very painful, unrelenting and difficult at DSF.  

Informants from every donor agency described their experiences of process in negative terms.  

When I interviewed them in the midst of incidents to be described in this Chapter, they said the 

work was:  “miserable”, “horrible”, “the worst professional experience of my life”.  Several had 

threatened to leave their jobs.  In the post-fieldwork survey, DSF was described as “one of the 

most complex institutional processes undertaken by DFID to date”203.  Issues of process at the 

multi-donor facility were undoubtedly more acute than those of conventional, single agency aid 

initiatives.  Controversies did not emerge because some people were ‘in favour’ of process and 

others were ‘against’ it.  Rather, they emerged from contrasting interpretations of what kind of 

process was necessary, and how it could be made to work.   

This Chapter will explore the riddle of process that goes around in circles.  Despite being subject 

to extensive reflection and commentary, my informants’ understanding of process often did not 

enable them to break out of its circularity.  There were numerous solutions proposed, but these 

often didn’t succeed in eliminating frustrations – despite being based on detailed knowledge of 

the problems in hand.  Why was all this knowledge not working?   

This is the question that this Chapter will attempt to address.  It will aim to shed light on why it 

was so difficult to solve problems and move forward in an objective direction at DSF.  It will 

consider whether, when bureaucratic work goes around in a circle, it ends up back in the same 

place.  This will prompt critical reflection on the way that anthropologists have understood 

bureaucratic work, on politics and power within institutions, and on scholarly conceptions of 

policy processes. 

To begin, however, I will describe some instances where process was successful in enabling actors 

to move forward.   

Bureaucracy manoeuvring 

Some of the difficulties that informants encountered at DSF were no more complex or 

remarkable than those found in bureaucracies all over the world.  They had to deal with 

                                                      

202 31st January 2007.  Greg. 
203 August 2007.  Feedback survey. 
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difficulties of cash flow, for example, when needing to pay for expenditure before funds for a 

programme were available.  In February 2005, Scott emailed Megan with just such a problem:  

“(David) has signed the DSF Grant Agreement and sent it dfID (sic) for counter-
signature.  Once that is done the (World Bank) will still have to issue a call for funds.  
The call for funds and entering them into the new account usually takes about a month.  

In the meanwhile, we have to pay the landlord for the house.  May I suggest that we 
advance the money from the PRP?  Then the money gets re-posted back to the PRP as 
soon as the DSF funds are booked.  Nobody loses, but the landlord gets paid.  He has 
done a great job and been an overall man of honor, so i’d rather not keep him hanging 
(sic).”204 

Megan replied saying:  

“This isn’t ideal, but so long as we are able to reimburse themoney (sic) quickly, there 
should be no problem.  Please go ahead”.205   

PRP was a joint World Bank and DFID programme, and Scott and Megan were each responsible 

for authorising its spending from their organisations.  Scott and Megan were also responsible for 

taking forward DSF.  Procedurally, it was not ideal for PRP’s funding to be borrowed by DSF, 

and both Megan’s reply and the subject of Scott’s email – ‘a little trick’ – indicated this fact.  As 

Scott consulted Megan, the temporary borrowing was legitimated.  She made a professional 

judgement that the money could be reimbursed quickly, and that any risk of infringing 

procedures was less important than the risk that failing to pay the DSF landlord would lead to 

problems for the emerging facility.  At this time, there were high levels of trust between DFID 

and the World Bank.  Given that David (Country Head of the World Bank) had signed off on 

the Grant Agreement for DSF, there was no reason to doubt that funds would be available to 

them soon206.  Here, the process of consulting people is a substitute for the process of consulting 

rules and regulations – there was no need for Megan to double-check with procedural experts 

within DFID; Scott’s consultation with her gave them authority enough.  Megan’s own 

                                                      

204 7th February 2005.  Scott, email. 
205 7th February 2005.  Megan, email. 
206 In a similar situation, another senior manager was unable to pay his staff for several months due to delays in 
processing funds.  He paid the staff with his own money and repaid himself later.  It would have been unfeasible for 
Megan and Scott to act similarly, as in Indonesia, landlords are usually paid an entire year’s rent upfront.   
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judgement, as head of DFID Indonesia, rendered the borrowing legitimate and made it possible 

for them to pay the landlord, and move forward with the DSF initiative207.   

Outside of DSF, those involved in other donor harmonisation initiatives told me of how they 

had overcome difficulties in their work.  Ron, who had led the establishment of a large multi-

donor trust fund after the 2004 tsunami, spoke of his pride at overcoming the difficulties of 

harmonised work:  ‘What I like to do is find pieces of bureaucratic infrastructure where there is 

already consensus, and borrow that consensus for a new and innovative use.  It’s not about 

bending the rules – you can’t do that – it’s about interpreting them and understanding what they 

can mean’.  Giving an example, he described how the Dutch had initially only wanted to give 

money to the multi-donor trust fund if it could be earmarked for use on water and sanitation 

projects.  Such earmarking had been ruled out in the trust fund’s regulations, and it initially 

appeared impossible to comply with both the trust fund rules, and the Dutch interests.  ‘So we 

said we’d put an equivalent of money into (a World Bank) project on water, and said to them ‘if 

you need to point to something, point to that.’  It’s not ‘your’ money, it’s just happens to be 

there.’  By displacing an equivalent amount of money into the World Bank project, Ron was able 

to satisfy the Dutch desire to have money spent on water and sanitation, and enabled them to get 

credit for this when their work was evaluated.  He simultaneously gained funds for the multi-

donor fund which (as per its regulations) were not earmarked for any specific use.   

Whereas the ‘little trick’ involved temporarily borrowing money between one programme to 

another, Ron’s earmarking escape involved displacing money between programmes.  Consulting 

the issues closely, he interpreted the Dutch concern as about being able to ‘point to something’, 

and the multi-donor fund concern as about regulations – and found a way forward within the 

rules.      

In both these instances, we can see how individuals manoeuvre bureaucracy.  As a World Bank 

staff member, Scott would not be in a position to know the exact details of DFID regulations.  It 

would not be his business to find out.  Megan, as Head of DFID Indonesia, was trusted to 

understand the rules of her institution and ensure that they were complied with.  She did not 

need to investigate the regulatory technicalities further, because she could be confident that the 

money was going to be swiftly returned.  From Scott’s perspective, it was fine for the DFID 

                                                      

207 There is no evidence that this action was ever judged to be illegitimate.  Records on the matter were kept by 
DFID and would have been available to independent auditors who visited DSF in 2006.  This incident was not 
questioned by them.  
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regulations to remain a tangle of uncertainty (Chapter 3) – with Megan’s judgement, this could 

remain a sovereign object, and there was no need to pull at the strings.  It didn’t matter to Megan 

either, because she could be confident that the borrowing wouldn’t lead to any trouble.  In the 

process of consulting with Megan, it became legitimate to manoeuvre PRP funds and solve the 

problem.       

In Ron’s example, institutional interests and rules were interpreted so that they could be slotted 

together.  He was ‘interpreting’, rather than ‘bending’ the rules because he wasn’t making any 

change to the regulations which governed the multi-donor trust fund, the Dutch aid agency or 

the World Bank project.  Like in a game of Tetris (Fig. 21), he was simply flipping and shifting 

formal modes of bureaucracy so that they slotted together.   

Fig. 21.  Tetris 

 

In the computer game, Tetris, multicoloured blocks of different shapes fall in a constant stream.  

The player can not choose which shape will come next, and neither can they change the shape of 

the block they are presented with.  The only thing they can do is manoeuvre the blocks as they 

fall, either flipping them around 360 degrees, or shifting them to fall farther to the left or right.  

More sophisticated players may glance at the shape which will be coming next, displayed in the 

panel to the right, to choose how to position their current block.  Players flip and shift the blocks 

aiming to make them land in a way which tessellates with those which have already fallen, so that 

a full row of colour is completed horizontally.  When a row is complete it will disappear, and the 

gap which players find themselves having to fill takes up a different shape.   
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I would suggest that Tetris provides a good analogy for the way people manoeuvre formal 

modes of bureaucracy.  When process works, people are able to manoeuvre sovereign objects so 

that they slot together.  One example of a sovereign object, not to be tampered with, would be a 

tangle of uncertainty (Chapter 3).  Another would be an institutional rule or regulation, which 

individuals are not in a position to question or change.  Consulting people, rules and regulations, 

or the precedents set by previous work facilitates interpretive work, which is the basis of 

manoeuvring.  Through interpretation, people are able to shift and flip sovereign objects, so that 

they tessellate together and bureaucratic problems are solved. 

In these examples, informants did not have control over what problems they would have to deal 

with – nor the shape of sovereign objects which they would have to manoeuvre to deal with 

them.  As in Tetris, they were working to fill gaps which emerged in the course of institutional 

life, using objects that they could neither choose nor change.  Scott, Megan and Ron were 

tackling difficulties as they arose, given formal modes of bureaucracy that had to be addressed.  

They could only manoeuvre these objects:  they could not manipulate them.  In both cases 

bureaucratic problems were solved (Fig. 22 and 23). 

Fig. 22.  ‘A little trick’ 
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Fig. 23.  The earmarking escape 

 

Many of the bureaucratic challenges encountered in DSF were more problematic.  In this 

Chapter I will explore instances where efforts to solve problems created new ones – as a 

correctly tessellated block can do in Tetris.  I will also explore instances where tessellation was 

not possible, and competing bureaucratic imperatives threatened to overwhelm informants at 

DSF.  Before getting into these more difficult examples, I will reflect on how issues of process 

might relate to those of politics and power.  

Process, politics and power 

Whilst specific bureaucratic difficulties were often a sensitive topic of conversation, informants 

were usually happy to talk to me about process.  In interviews, they would immediately recount the 

layers of meetings, drafting, and institutional exchanges through which they had laboured.  

Sometimes they described these things to illustrate how ‘pointless’ process had been; at other 

times, this description demonstrated their professionalism – showing that even if DSF was slow 

in moving forward, important work was being done.  The unrestricted openness around process 

would suggest that it had a non-political quality:  whatever controversies might surround it, there 

was no danger in telling me, an anthropologist, about process.          



152 

 

Ferguson might suggest that process is a cog in the “anti-politics machine” (1990).  His classic 

ethnography of a World Bank/CIDA project in Lesotho showed how planning mechanisms are 

not a source of power, but an element of the wider anti-politics machine:  “the planning 

apparatus is not the “source” of whatever structural changes may come about, but only one 

among a number of links in the mechanism that produces them.” (Ferguson 1990: 275).  

Bureaucratic discourse and thought – the interpretive work of process – are parts of the machine, 

rather than the blueprint for it.  The machine as whole is a mixture of discursive and non-

discursive elements, intentional plans and the unacknowledged social world with which they are 

engaged.  One of Ferguson’s most important observations was of how the anti-politics machine 

constructs Lesotho as an appropriate site for development intervention.   

Ferguson suggests that planning masks the reality of aid work: “While the instrumental aims 

embodied in plans are highly visible, and pretend to embody the logic of a process of structural 

production, the actual process proceeds silently and often invisibly, masked or rendered even less 

visible by its contrast with the intentional plans, which appear bathed in the shining light of day.” 

(1990: 276).  This is an astute observation of how impenetrable the aid industry can be to those 

who are affected by it.  However, I would suggest that the question of whether “the actual 

process” is silent and invisible is a methodological as well as an empirical question.  Ferguson 

struggled to get fieldwork access inside the aid agencies that ran programmes in Lesotho, and did 

not have the kinds of opportunities to gather ethnographic data which were available to me at 

DSF.  With ethnography from inside planning processes, can we break the silence and make 

politics visible?  Or does process, intrinsically and by its very nature, preclude politics?            

I would suggest that the ethnographic opportunity of DSF is distinctive in the anthropology of 

development, institutions and bureaucracy.  However, it is certainly not the first time that 

anthropologists have had intimate ethnographic access to something resembling process.  In the 

anthropology of religion, generations of anthropologists have studied ritual.  I would argue 

bureaucratic process bears the fundamental qualities that Humphrey and Laidlaw have identified as 

constitutive of ritual action (Humphrey and Laidlaw 1994)208.Like my informants, the Jains that 

Humphrey and Laidlaw worked with in Jaipur, India, were happy to talk about the processes that 

made up their religious ritual – giving minute details on the rules to be followed and movements 

to be done.  Still, they indicated that Humphrey and Laidlaw were enquiring after the wrong 

thing – that ritual itself was ‘empty’, and that anything that could be done by ritual puja could be 

                                                      

208 Thanks to Richard Irvine for the tip on this reference. 
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done better in other ways.  Keeping their eyes open at this moment of flinching (see Chapter 2), 

Humphrey and Laidlaw explored the notion that ritual was ‘empty’ to develop a theory of ritual 

action itself.   

Their energetic book overflows with possibilities for this Chapter, and I will limit myself to 

points relating to the question I have drawn from Ferguson, of whether process intrinsically 

precludes politics.  Humphrey and Laidlaw note how previous writers have been deeply 

concerned with how and why ritual can be used in the service of power, but argue that these 

questions can be separated from enquiry into how ritual itself is constituted (1994: 6).  Their 

argument that ritual is a quality of action, not a class of events or institutions (1994: 3) allows 

observations of the characteristics of ritual action to be extended into bureaucracies, such as 

DSF.  One of the important observations here is that, to understand the meaning of ordinary, 

non-ritual action, we must grasp the person’s intention in acting.  When an action is ritualised, 

this is not the case (1994: 94).  Thinking back to Chapter 1, we can immediately see how 

important this observation might be in terms of DSF.  If guesswork around interests is an engine 

of power, then ritualised action might create a space to suspend power relations.   

Humphrey and Laidlaw suggest that “the identity of a ritualized act does not depend, as in the 

case with normal action, on the agent’s intention in acting” (1994: 89).  If we understand process is 

ritualised action, it would make the intention of agents irrelevant – providing a moment when it 

is no longer necessary to work out the motivations, interests and purposes of actors.  Humphrey 

and Laidlaw argue that in ritual action, “you...defer the ‘intentional sovereignty’ of the agent” 

(1994: 99).  Here, action is constituted not by the intentions that the actor has in performing 

them, but by prior stipulation (1994: 97).  There is an external, ‘apprehensible’, meaning to ritual 

action – it is already constituted and prescribed.  However, the actor must engage in action as a 

conscious, thinking self – they have to intend the meaning which is prescribed, and be reflective 

about their performance of ritual action.  So, Humphrey and Laidlaw argue that ritual action is 

object-like, ontologically constituted beyond individual intentions, as “actors both are, and are 

not the authors of their acts” (1994: 133).  If ritual is object-like in this way, is process object-like 

similarly?  Tetris blocks are to be manoeuvred, not manipulated; tangles of uncertainty are to be 

handled, not picked apart.  Perhaps, understanding process as ritual, we can understand its anti-

politics to be part of the mechanism by which it works, rather than, as Ferguson might suggest, the 

mechanism of a wider ideological machine.     



154 

 

To test this idea, I would like to ethnographically question two ideas from Humphrey and 

Laidlaw’s work.  The first is their notion that although mistakes can be part of ritual209, “ritual, 

whatever it is, is not a mistake” (1994: 100).  The second is the notion that “ritual is a 

decontextualizing context.” (1994: 145).  I will take these in turn, in the next two sections, to 

demonstrate how the particularities of my fieldsite play out in two instances of process, and clarify 

my contention that process is ritualised action. 

Can process be a mistake?   

Some people would say that some elements of process at DSF were definitely a mistake.  Whilst 

everyone found process frustrating and difficult, certain people were convinced that particular 

elements of process were unnecessary and even counter-productive to the work being undertaken 

at DSF.  The process of agreeing funding for SOFEI, in 2006/7, was particularly controversial. 

SOFEI and its sister service, BAKTI were launched in 2004, a few months before plans for DSF 

were initiated.  It was based in Makassar, southern Sulawesi, as a focal point for donor support in 

eastern Indonesia.  Throughout the history of aid efforts in Indonesia, there has been a 

disproportionately low level of assistance for eastern Indonesia210.  Compared to Java, and other 

parts of the archipelago, the population of eastern Indonesia is spread very thinly across many 

different islands.  There are comparatively few roads, boat lines or airports to link the different 

islands, and the population is very linguistically diverse.  Poverty indicators have consistently 

suggested that there are poorer people in eastern Indonesia than any other part of the 

archipelago.  However, the logistical challenges and communication difficulties associated with 

the region mean that development programmes were more expensive, like for like, than those 

elsewhere in Indonesia.  The SOFEI/BAKTI programme was established on the basis that 

effective aid for eastern Indonesia required close attention to the particular context of eastern 

Indonesia, which made development work there particularly challenging211. 

After the fall of Suharto, eastern Indonesia gained new prominence amidst fears that the 

archipelago would break up into separate states – the same anxiety which prompted donor 

interest in decentralisation (see Chapter 3).  SOFEI aimed to support a variety of ‘stakeholders’ 

in the area, strengthen their ‘voice’ and build a range of development programmes which were 

                                                      

209 So, if you accidently knock something over, or scratch your chin during a puja, this does not invalidate ritual 
action. 
210 This paragraph is based on interviews with informants from a range of donor agencies.  It represents a 
synthesised consensus of how eastern Indonesia has been apprehended by donors. 
211 Interviews with SOFEI staff, 30th April 2007. 
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catered to the particular needs of the region.  Providing this assistance would support 

‘governance’ at ‘local’ level.  In so doing it would support Indonesia as a unified state, and help 

‘stakeholders’ in eastern Indonesian to advocate the interests of their region – counter-veiling the 

‘Jakarta-bias’ of post-Suharto development planning212.         

SOFEI initially emerged from discussions with ADB, AusAID, CIDA, Danida, DFID, the 

Dutch and UNDP, and was initially funded by the Dutch and DSF, with smaller amounts of 

money given by AusAID, DFID, the World Bank, GTZ and the Norwegians.  It was led by 

Matthew, a long-time colleague of Scott.  The two men had championed the SOFEI initiative 

from the World Bank.  By mid 2006, the initial money was nearly fully disbursed and the SOFEI 

team were looking to secure further resources.  There was a longstanding notion that this 

funding would be provided by DSF, but the process of clarifying this agreement proved much 

more difficult than had been anticipated.  Scott’s view was that this had been damaging and 

unproductive: 

“SOFEI had their work programmes last August, and have now had 10 months of delay 
which cost them their team leader and about a third of their staff, because no contract 
got signed whilst they were waiting for the approval of DSF.  What they hate is that there 
isn’t actually any change in the output of the programme – it’s all in the packaging.  
There were 10 activities last August, and they have gone through all this process with 
donors…it’s like have a meeting, have another meeting, design the (Terms of Reference), 
put it in the (Logical Framework)... They finally approve it after tremendous criticism –
and the end programme is exactly the same as it was at the beginning!  It’s exactly the 
same!”213 

Describing the programme as “exactly the same”, Scott believed that the process which SOFEI 

had gone through to secure their funding had only taken them around in a circle.  In and of 

itself, the process had in no way helped them to go forward in their work – if anything, it had 

taken them backwards (Fig. 24). 

 

 

 

 

                                                      

212 Interviews with SOFEI staff, 30th April 2007. 
213 19th April 2007.  Scott. 
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Fig. 24.  A loop going backwards 

 

Informants at SOFEI highlighted the power issues involved, saying that “DSF are making us go 

to them every six months for money”214.  DSF and SOFEI were both multi-donor offices 

working to support ‘local governance’, involving some of the same donors and some of the same 

individuals.  From the beginnings of DSF, there had always been an understanding that the two 

offices would work together closely.  SOFEI staff spoke of their surprise that DSF did not base 

their emerging programmes around their own, already established work: “We thought they 

would fall in behind us, but they had the same idea!”215.  As gaining funds from DSF proved to 

be an ordeal, they felt that DSF had “makan janji”216 (eaten their promises).   

In the months preceding the discussion over SOFEI’s funding, staff at DSF had been going 

through an elaborate process themselves to secure support for their own workplans.  DSF staff 

explained to me that it was a matter of fairness that SOFEI’s programme would have to meet the 

same standards.  Staff at DSF had taken great pains to agree on the objectives of their 

programme, and to organise their work as a Logical Framework for action (see Chapter 2).  They 

felt that the initial funding proposal submitted by SOFEI was not sufficiently targeted or thought 

through around these goals, and felt their work needed to become more focused if it was to be 

objective.  If SOFEI adopted the objectives, purposes and goals of DSF, SOFEI’s work would 

legitimately represent an extension of DSF, and therefore be an appropriate recipient for DSF 

funds.  Through a series of fraught, difficult and protracted exchanges, staff from SOFEI 

worked with staff at DSF to rewrite their funding proposal, which was eventually approved by 

the DSF Management Committee.     

                                                      

214 30th April 2007.  SOFEI staff. 
215 30th April 2007.  SOFEI staff. 
216 30th April 2007.  SOFEI staff. 
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Eni, who took over from Matthew as the head of SOFEI, described how rewriting the proposal 

was a matter of translating it into a certain institutional language: “What’s funny is that it’s as if 

we have gone and changed everything to meet the DSF…but actually I don’t see that at all – it’s 

just changing the names, but the substance is the same”217.  He described how the thinking which 

both agencies employed around ‘local governance’ was very much shared, but that a certain 

vocabulary was used simply to demonstrate institutional loyalties.  Saying “we don’t care who 

puts their hat in”218, he said that such affiliations were inconsequential to him: “we’ve always said 

– whoever wants to put their logo on the door – fine”219.   

For Eni, the process of employing institutional language to secure DSF funding didn’t change 

what SOFEI were ultimately trying to do, only which agency could claim credit for it.  He was 

happy to suspend his authorship temporarily (c.f Humphrey and Laidlaw 1994).  In order to have 

the work programme ratified, it needed to be interpreted as an extension of the will of DSF.  

This would be done if the SOFEI funding proposal reflexively performed DSF’s process.  Once 

the process was over, Eni and his team would be responsible for implementing the work 

programme, at which point their own intentions and agency might re-emerge.  It is clear here 

how process satisfies the core elements of Humphrey and Laidlaw’s definition of ritual.  Eni 

accepted the prior, stipulated intentions behind DSF’s requirements, whilst being reflexive of 

how they fitted into his own world view:  For him, there was no compromise to their original 

work programme – and no sense in which the SOFEI funding proposal was not ‘genuine’ – 

because their views on ‘local governance’ were actually shared.  The process of ratifying SOFEI’s 

workplans was apprehensible to those in DSF, as it followed the same pattern and logic as their 

own and could therefore share in the facility’s hard-won claim to ‘fairness’ between different 

agencies.   

But if it made no substantive change to SOFEI’s efforts to move forward, was the ritualised 

action of process a mistake?  We might suggest that there was some productivity in the process, 

because it made use of the labour that DSF staff had expended to develop their own workplans.  

If DSF had simply approved funding for SOFEI without insisting that they conform to the 

process they themselves had laboured under, they would have been suggesting that this work itself 

had been a mistake.  As DSF staff finally succeeded in working through a process that rendered 

their design of the facility legitimate, they stipulated a bureaucratic form for SOFEI.  Humphrey 
                                                      

217 30th April 2007.  Eni. 
218 30th April 2007.  Eni. 
219 30th April 2007.  Eni. 
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and Laidlaw describe stipulation as one of the key constitutive elements of ritual, but their 

analysis deals with ritual action as it is practised – not with how ritual forms come about 

(Humphrey and Laidlaw 1994).  In the uncomfortable moment when SOFEI’s funding proposal 

needed to perform DSF’s process in order to be legitimate, it was no longer enough that Eni and 

his team had the same view as DSF of ‘local governance’.  Unlike in the ‘little trick’, the 

judgement of an individual did not give sufficient authority to solve the problem.  As an 

individual, Eni could not persuade the DSF staff that the funding was appropriate.  Neither 

could Scott.  Consultation with people was not enough; in this instance, the SOFEI funding 

proposal needed to consult and adhere to the precedents set by previous DSF work.    

Here, we can see that process is very much about politics.  The process had to be about consulting 

precedents, not people, because the people involved from the SOFEI and DSF side were seen to 

have a conflict of interest.  Scott, the Task Team Leader at DSF, was also one of the initial 

champions of SOFEI.  Matthew was seen as Scott’s anak buah (follower/client), and by 

extension, so was Eni220.  If the SOFEI proposal was approved on individual judgement – 

influenced by Scott’s interpretive work – it could be seen as doing favours, and would risk 

undermining the legitimacy of the entire DSF programme.  The discussion over SOFEI funding 

was taking place a few months after other tumultuous conflicts at the facility (see next section, 

this Chapter).  Concerns had been raised that Scott had too much discretion in Phase 1 of the 

facility, and those approving SOFEI’s funding were conscious that their decisions might have to 

stand up to intense scrutiny if the facility ran into difficulties.  The process involved in approving 

funding for SOFEI aimed to ensure that decisions made would be fair, impartial and defensible 

to anyone who might question DSF in the future.  Process was a means to neutralise concerns 

over a conflict of interest.  It was also a profoundly political tool, used by the DSF Management 

Committee to neutralise Scott’s capacity as an individual within DSF.   

So, was this process a mistake?  From the DSF point of view, it is clear that the process was a 

defence against potential future interpretations, that conflicting interests had led to mistakes in 

funding SOFEI.  On the one hand they looked ‘backwards’ – to the precedent that had been 

established by the DSF workplans.  On the other hand they were looking ‘forwards’ – trying to 

anticipate and guess at what potential criticisms could be levelled at them in the future.   

                                                      

220 Eni was originally hired following a chance meeting on a plane, with a young World Bank manager who was 
leading one of Scott’s teams.  
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We cannot know what would have happened to SOFEI, if they had refused the DSF process and 

tried to gain funding outside the facility.  They might have been successful in winning support 

and establishing themselves independently, or they might have become one of the many 

institutions that has risen and fallen, trumped others and been trumped themselves, in post-

Suharto Indonesia (see Chapter 3).  We do know, however, that SOFEI’s fortunes are now fully 

incorporated into those of DSF.  Since 2007, SOFEI has officially been a branch of DSF, and 

any legitimacy or illegitimacy of DSF work will automatically extend to SOFEI.        

So, SOFEI now benefit as much as DSF, from any value the process may have had.  This shows 

us an important aspect of process:  it can be a tool to forge institutions.  As SOFEI consulted and 

adhered to DSF’s precedent, it became part of the facility.  This is anti-politics in a sense, 

because it means there is no difference in the interests that SOFEI and DSF might have in 

whether process has succeeded.  However, this anti-politics is precisely what renders process 

powerful, as a means to build institutional strength and neutralise the strength of individuals.      

Scott’s objection to the SOFEI funding process SOFEI was not born of an abstract desire to have 

discretion as an individual or to be free of institutional regulations.  His view was underpinned 

and fed by an anthropological training221 and experience as a social development specialist – it 

was part of his ideological position on development.  Scott had a deeply held conviction that 

development work needed to be rooted and embedded in its social context, and had little faith 

that DSF was being built on “country knowledge” of Indonesia.  When SOFEI coalesced, 

institutionally, to DSF, Eni and his team lost some ability to use their discretion in the eastern 

Indonesia programme.  The concern was that this would undermine their ability to respond and 

engage with the particular context of eastern Indonesia – the key goal of SOFEI when it was 

originally established.  From Scott’s perspective, the most valuable thing about SOFEI was being 

lost.   

Whilst this dissertation has no capacity or intention to identify mistakes222, there is a possibility 

that those evaluating DSF might one day judge the process that SOFEI went through to gain 

funding to be one.  If DSF is seen to fail, and SOFEI is now an extension of DSF, the facility 

might be blamed for squashing its potential to improve development in eastern Indonesia.  

                                                      

221 Scott completed doctoral work in 1984, on “proletarianization and political change in the Philippines”. 
222 As explained in Chapter 2, my fieldwork material covers only the inception phase of DSF.  It cannot consider 
‘success’, ‘failure’, or identify ‘mistakes’, because I only have evidence of how plans were made – not how they were 
implemented. 
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Perhaps process can never be a mistake in institutional terms – because it always serves to render 

action legitimate within an institution and, as we have seen, extend the institution itself.  

However, it is possible that the very act of building and extending an institution is seen as a 

mistake.  Then, avoiding process would be an opportunity to minimise the damage.   

This serves to qualify Humphrey and Laidlaw:  process is never a mistake for institutions, unless 

those institutions themselves are a mistake.  I would suggest that bureaucratic institutions can be 

a mistake in a way that religions cannot.  Humphrey and Laidlaw’s notion might need to be 

qualified if their work is to succeed as they claim, as a fundamental theory of ritual.      

The controversy over SOFEI presents the question of whether there a tension between process, 

and the potential for individuals to respond to and adapt to context.  This brings us to the 

second proposition adapted from Humphrey and Laidlaw: that process is a decontextualising 

context (c.f. 1994: 145).  I take the term ‘context’ here in their original use of the term, rather 

than as part of my context/Context pairing.  Humphrey and Laidlaw use ‘context’ to refer to the 

cognitive schemes we use to understand the world around us and navigate within it (1994:145).  

Is process a decontextualising context? 

Humphrey and Laidlaw’s claim emerges from a very different concern than that of Ferguson, 

whose work can also be taken to suggest that process is decontextualising context.   

Humphrey and Laidlaw’s argument develops from engagement with literature from psychology 

and cognitive anthropology, on how people are conscious and unconscious of their physical 

actions.  Working through Mauss and Merleau-Ponty, they suggest that ritual action is special 

because it involves commitment – a kind of performative thinking which is different than a set 

of beliefs (1994: 136).  This is made up of both ‘knowing that’ and ‘knowing how’:  both 

knowledge about things in the world (including their own ‘actions’ which can be externally 

perceived as objects of knowledge), and practical knowledge that people use in directing their 

action (1994: 136).  So, people have a conceptual understanding of what ritual consists of, and 

can instruct other people about it by using a conceptual prototype.  However, their own practice 

of the ritual does not need to neatly correspond to this prototype, in order for it to ‘count’ as 

ritual action.  Ritual action is a decontexualising context, because it is a moment when we do not 

need to draw on our experience of how the world is to perform or conceive of ritual – indeed 

“our knowledge of the way the world is, is actively suppressed” (1994: 145).  Humphrey and 

Laidlaw suggest that ritual action should not be defined as that that has meaning in itself:  it is 

the performance of the action (in body and mind) that is meaningful.  Ritual acts are 
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ontologically and historically prior to the actors own performance of them, and can only be 

understood when we understand people’s own attitudes to it, and to themselves performing it 

(1994: 158-9).  So, ritual action is reflexive.   

Ferguson shows how the bureaucratic apparatus of development decontextualises223 Lesotho, in 

order to construct it as an object for intervention (1990).  He analyses a World Bank country 

report to show how development discourse constitutes Lesotho as a ‘Less Developed Country’ – 

a suitable target for intervention.  There is a systematic bias in the report: “mistakes and errors 

are always of a particular kind, and they almost invariably tend in predictable directions” – that is 

towards the fantasy of Lesotho as a country with problems requiring technical solutions 

(Ferguson 1990: 55).  The conceptual apparatus of the discourse is totalising.  It annihilates any 

analysis that does not accept the basic tenet – that Lesotho requires development – by banishing 

it as “unhelpful” (Ferguson 1990: 69).  Academia cannot engage with development work, 

because the regime of the latter precludes the broader approach to context that scholarship 

requires:  “What changes when we move from academic discourse to “development” is not the 

library of available thoughts, but the institutional context into which both discourse and thought 

are inserted” (Ferguson 1990: 68).  Tracing how the conceptual apparatus of development is 

translated into technical apparatus, and then how this engages and disengages with the complex 

reality of agricultural life in Lesotho, Ferguson shows how bureaucratic process – the anti-politics 

machine – systematically obliterates its social context.   

My dissertation is much more limited in scope, focusing only on how aid initiatives are 

formulated, rather than how they work and fail when implemented.  It is also formulated from a 

very different methodological approach.  Ferguson argues that his work is no more critical of 

development than a vivisection of a frog is critical of frogs (1990: xv), and frames his project as 

one of a physiologist, aiming to understand the operation and effects of development work – 

rather than to critique it.  Frog vivisection is not without its controversies, and this method may 

be incompatible with a wish to give a particular frog – or a particular development initiative 

studied by an anthropologist – the chance of life.  I argued in Chapter 2 that my account will be 

one of critique, but that it will actively rule out blame.  Rather than cutting into a figurative frog, 

my method resembles making oneself small enough to be eaten by it, passing through the 

                                                      

223 Ferguson uses ‘context’ in a Foucauldian sense, to refer to the discursive apparatus that constitutes Lesotho as a 
place.  Like Humphrey and Laidlaw, he understands ‘context’ as the framework through which the world is 
understood.  This framework delimits the ways in which it might be acted upon. 
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creatures’ body and having a look around along, before being unceremoniously plopped out.  

Having made the journey, it becomes possible to piece together the emails, documents and 

points of view that were excreted to me in interviews and deposited in archives.  It is much 

closer to Humphrey and Laidlaw’s effort, as it aims to understand people’s practice and 

reflexivity on process, rather than understanding the effects of process on the wider world.         

In Chapter 3 I developed two versions of the notion, ‘context’.  I coined ‘Context’ (capitalised) 

as that which enables analysis of conceptual life.  In terms of process, Context is about how bureaucracy is 

interpreted.  The Context of bureaucracy is the conceptual framework through which it can be 

interpreted as legitimate or illegitimate.  I defined context (italicised and lower case) as that which 

demarcates the relevance of power.  In terms of process, context is about who and what is consulted in 

bureaucracy.  The context of bureaucracy is the people, rules, regulations or precedents that will 

render it legitimate or illegitimate.   

Material in Chapter 3 showed how the key issue of this dissertation – doubt – might be defined 

as the limit appearance of Context/context.  I said that ethnography should aim to identify those 

ethnographic moments when Context and context reverse and cross over one another; where 

conceptual life is overwhelmed by shifts in the relevance of power, and vice versa.  This is critical 

to understanding how context matters in institutional life.   

In the next section I will explore moments of this kind.  These were moments when issues of 

process at DSF were at their most difficult.  Exploring such points of reversal will serve to test the 

proposition that process might be a decontextualising context, and further explore whether and 

how it precludes politics.   

DFID, the World Bank and a terrible tangle  

During my fieldwork, perhaps the greatest struggles at DSF occurred over a set of issues 

unravelling between March 2006 and September 2006.  The trouble started with a question of 

auditing, as DFID sought to make sure the £5 million it had spent on Phase 1 of DSF was 

properly monitored and accounted for.  Over the next seven months the issues spiralled, as one 

question was barely answered before it led to another:  Could DFID call an audit of DSF?  

Should the donors at DSF confirm their commitment with Letters of Support?  Was DSF a legal 

or non-legal entity?  Where did the legality (if there was any) of the facility reside?  What legal 

status would a Memorandum of Understanding have?  What elements would be essential within 

one, if DFID and the World Bank were to comply with their respective regulations?  Could 

problems over this document be solved through writing other documents, such as the 
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Operations Manual for DSF?  What impact would the World Bank’s Trust Fund regulations 

have on all these questions?  If things went wrong at DSF, who would be responsible?  

Throughout these discussions, as the ethnography will detail, we see how process has the quality of 

ritualised action.  Each actor in DSF worked to see how the particular circumstances of the 

facility could fit in with the prior, stipulated procedures held by each of their respective agencies 

– deferring their own intentions to those of their agency, whilst constantly reflecting on their 

interpretive logic to test its rigour.             

A few weeks before difficulties had got started, David, the World Bank’s Country Head 

described to me how the World Bank and DFID shared the same values, and he felt that 

differences between the agencies were a very constructive force:   

“We totally love DFID and we are soul-mates with them.  It’s useful to have the outside 
pressure of DFID – they say ‘we want more on poverty’, and that enables us to say to 
our staff ‘jump higher’.  We like the slightly school masterly approach of DFID.  We see 
this a blessing.  We like being criticised.  Scott, in particular, likes DFID to come in and 
crack the whip.”224   

There is no reason to doubt David’s sincerity in saying this, and I believe it represented a truth of 

the World Bank/DFID relationship at a certain time in DSF.  Things were to change, and the 

next few months would test how much criticism and pressure both the World Bank and DFID 

could stand, opening up serious questions over who had the right to “crack the whip”.  The 

difficulties were intricate and complex, and it is beyond the scope of this dissertation to fully do 

justice to them.  I will provide a limited account of the issues, in order to explore the scholarly 

questions in hand.     

Could DFID call an audit of DSF? 

On 21st March 2006, George initiated a discussion within DFID as to how they would audit the 

£5 million from DFID, which had made up the budget of DSF Phase 1.  The World Bank were 

the Trust Fund holder of DFID’s money, and were going to conduct their own audit in May.  

George ventured two options for DFID:  either to request some participation from DFID on 

the World Bank’s own audit, or to conduct their own audit of all DFID trust funds in Indonesia 

– including DSF.  Others in DFID welcomed the discussion, suggesting that it was important for 

DFID to keep an eye on DSF spending:  “I am not suggesting foul play, but there is a suggestion 
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(which we should look at) that there is perhaps a more liberal use of DFID funds than we have 

previously been aware of”225.  

Michael, who was leading on DFID’s financial administration and procedure, described a 

concern that not enough evidence was available to show whether DFID’s money had been spent 

effectively: “There seems to be no auditable trail from decisions taken by DFID, through the 

DSF, to impact on the ground. From an audit perspective, it looks like the money just 

disappeared.”226  For DFID, an audit was important to assess the development impact of DSF 

Phase 1, and provide evidence to support their forthcoming bid for funding of DSF Phase 2.  

The World Bank’s own audit was seen as insufficient for this:  “The Bank are auditing the DSF 

next month - but we really feel DFID should do their own because the Bank auditors will only 

be looking to assert that World Bank systems and management of funds are appropriate. They 

will not be looking at what the money has been spent on, or on whether it has achieved any kind 

of development.  We would want an audit that looks at finances, procedures, and development 

impact.  We therefore think it should be separate from the World Bank audit. All of this 

information will help both with strengthening the (forthcoming funding bid), and with ensuring 

that DFID's systems are sufficiently robust to recommend the much larger commitment (of 

DFID money) we anticipate with Phase 2.”227  Michael sought advice from DFID’s Internal 

Audit Unit, who said that they wouldn’t be able to conduct auditing activities themselves, and 

recommended that Michael approached an external consultancy firm.  This advice was followed, 

and in early April staff at DFID South-East Asia and DFID Indonesia discussed Terms of 

Reference for the audit by video conference.   

Conscious that the issue would be sensitive for the World Bank, DFID staff in Indonesia were 

instructed to gently break the news to Scott and Mary, the senior World Bank staff at DSF228.  In 

May 2006, however, DFID’s audit plan hit a “roadblock”229.  Saiba reported to the DFID team 

that World Bank Trust Fund rules prevented an external agency (DFID) doing an audit, saying 

that their audits were commissioned and conducted internally.  She concluded that the planned 

DFID audit would have to be called off230.  Others within DFID questioned whether this was 

the necessary consequence of complying with World Bank rules.  There was a suggestion that 
                                                      

225 21st March 2006.  Michael, email.  Original parentheses. 
226 29th March 2006.  Michael, email. 
227 30th March 2006.  DFID email.   
228 12th April 2006.  George, email. 
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230 10th May 2006.   Saiba, email. 



165 

 

DFID might call on the World Bank to undertake an audit.  Michael argued that the scope of the 

audit could be framed so as not to infringe World Bank regulations, and argued that DFID’s 

status as the funder of DSF entitled it to account for its money:  “We should push for this audit 

to take place. (Edward) and I both agree with (George) is that we are not actually auditing the 

Trust Fund but are simply looking at how DFID's money has been spent and what impact our 

funds have had. We are perfectly entitled to do this - especially as we are considering putting in a 

further £25 (million).”231      

DFID forged an interpretation to say that the audit would be an extension of a previous 

evaluation exercise, reinforcing that it wasn’t an audit of the World Bank Trust Fund (which was 

the responsibility of the World Bank to scrutinize), but of DSF’s management:  “The 

management decisions taken by the DSF Steering Committee / Management Committee that 

instructs the Trust Fund on how we want the resources to be deployed falls beyond the remit of 

the Trust Fund, is (in the final analysis) our responsibility, and should be scrutinized”232.  

This was relayed to Scott and Mary, who agreed to the exercise on these terms233.  Scott advised 

on how to avoid attracting criticism from those at the World Bank who might interpret the 

exercise as contravening their regulations:  ““If it looks like a duck, walks like a duck, and quacks 

like a duck, it's a duck.  This is definitely an audit.  But we have no objection to such things as 

long as the report goes to DFID and not to the (World) Bank (which will call it an audit and also 

plans top (sic) have a major audit going on at about the same time!).  Why don't you just call it 

your project completion mission?”234.   

In late May 2006, an independent auditing company had been contracted to conduct the audit.  

They had already started work in Jakarta when word was received from the World Bank's Legal, 

Compliance and Trust Fund team that such an exercise did fall foul of the World Bank 

regulations, and should be called off immediately235.  George described the problem to his 

colleagues:  DFID needed information on the financial management of DSF to track their £5 

million investment in DSF Phase 1, but Scott (the World Bank Trust Fund manager) did not 

have the authority to override the direction from the World Bank’s Legal, Compliance and Trust 

Fund team.  The way forward, he proposed, was to specify with more precision the concerns of 
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the audit:  auditors should focus on DFID’s financial management, DFID systems and 

procedures, and the outcomes and impacts of DSF work.  They should not request information 

on World Bank financial arrangements236.  Michael sought advice from DFID’s Internal Audit 

Unit as to whether this specification would be sufficient for DFID’s auditing requirements and 

honour their existing agreements with the World Bank.  The audit did indeed proceed, with 

DFID staff keeping careful notes of their correspondence and documentation on the matter.     

DFID’s anxiety over tracking their money was not only based on strengthening their funding 

bid, but on addressing existing problems at DSF.  On 5th July 2006, it emerged that there had 

been fraudulent activities in one of the programmes housed at DSF, and that some funds had 

been ‘misappropriated’.  The World Bank accepted that they had been negligent and refunded 

the money237.  There were also concerns from DFID about funds spent on the monthly “cultural 

spots” which invited musicians and dramatic groups to perform at DSF. 

On 6th July, Michael passed on a draft report of the audit of DSF Phase 1 to the DFID team:  

“I'm so glad we did this as its highlighted a number of areas of significant weakness (worryingly 

so).238  Some of these we already knew about, others we didn't. These all need to be addressed 

before we start Phase 2...I'm very pleased, and relieved, to note that (Mary) at the World Bank 

has accepted all the recommendations – lets hope her (World Bank) colleagues connected with 

the DSF feel the same way”239.  Aware of the importance of these issues for their forthcoming 

funding proposal, DFID staff at DSF checked with their regional bosses to ensure that all 

relevant parties had been briefed240. 

On 29th August, Scott sent comments to Michael on the audit report, copying in Mary.  He was 

in Mexico at the time with limited internet access, and apologised for only being able to skim the 

document quickly.            

 “(The report) has several things in it that I definitely do not agree with and which were 
not discussed with me previously.  Here's what the source of confusion is.  In the 
recommendations section on the right, it has in each section a section that says 
"Management recommendation" amd (sic) then it says "agreed with management," 
usually with it saying that (Mary) signed off on a certain date. I want to be sure that 
"Management" in this context means DFID management, not World Bank or DSF 

                                                      

236 7th June 2006.  Emails. 
237 31st July 2006.  Quest documents.  
238Michael, email.  Original parentheses 
239 6th June 2006. Michael, email.   
240 1st August 2006.  Emails. 
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management... It's tempting to say that we can all review this later and fix what isn't 
shared, but it would be nicer if this time we can keep some consistency and a linear line 
in the official documentation.”241 

Mary replied to Michael, confirming Scott’s concerns.  The auditing company had not shared the 

final draft of their report with the World Bank.  She had sat with the company and run through a 

late version of it with them, and may have agreed with some recommendations that Scott would 

have disagreed with, but had not seen how this conversation had been translated into print.  She 

asked Michael to temporarily remove the document from DFID’s formal archive: “Is it possible 

to un-quest it so we can respond?”242  Michael agreed, although he said that the draft had already 

been finalised and the consultants had been paid.  The question outstanding was whether DSF 

and DFID accepted their recommendations.  He copied a number of other colleagues into the 

conversation at this stage.  George replied, highlighting that the recommendations of the audit 

were only elaborations of points raised by the earlier evaluation exercise, and shouldn’t be news 

to Scott.  He suggested that Scott’s concerns were less about the audit recommendations, and 

more about the variety of ways in which his power was being eroded:  “Scott has a real bee in his 

bonnet about DFID at the moment as the implications of the Phase 2 design, the (Memorandum 

of Understanding) and the role of the Management Committee start to hit home. He had a very 

negative response to (a DFID case study on DSF) - but we managed to turn that around, at least 

a little. He is also preparing to wade in on (a report on a joint DFID-World Bank project) which 

is generally very complementary about the (World Bank) and damning of DFID. We have to 

keep him on side - but we need to make sure our relationship with the (World Bank) is more 

professional than in the past.”243  

The story did not end there, but I will lay it down momentarily to tease out some of the issues of 

context that have been raised so far.   

The question of whether DFID could audit DSF represents a limit appearance, in Corsín 

Jiménez and Willerslev’s original version of the term (Corsín-Jiménez and Willerslev 2007).  This 

was a moment when the normally invisible status of DFID – as the main sponsor of DSF – 

became visible, and prompted an uncomfortable disruption to the notion that DSF was a shared 

facility where DFID had no more authority than any other donor agency.  Attempts to deal with 
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the issue also reveal my vice-versa notion of the term (see Chapter 3) – highlighting those 

moments when invisible parts of an institution or practice turn back and cross over their visible 

parts.    

The World Bank’s own audit was, conceptually, framed as an evaluation of World Bank financial 

systems.  It would be legitimate as an account of these matters, but would be no use to DFID as 

they sought to render their funding proposal legitimate.  To do this, they needed an audit with a 

different Context – conceptually framed to evaluate DSF’s development impact.  However, it 

was not only a matter of Context.  Concerns about a “liberal use of DFID funds” questioned the 

assumption that DFID could simply deposit their money in the World Bank Trust Fund, and be 

sure that the World Bank would ensure it was properly spent.  The rules and regulations of 

DFID became relevant.  Spending at DSF would not be legitimate if it contravened DFID 

regulations, and DFID needed an audit which could assess DSF in this context.    

This represented a moment when Context and context was reversed.  Before the concern about 

“liberal spending”, the interpretive logic held that DFID’s funds would be managed by the 

World Bank, and that their monitoring systems were sufficient that DFID could be sure its funds 

were administered legitimately.  The legitimacy of DFID’s decisions could be nested within the 

legitimacy of the World Bank’s decisions.  The concern over “liberal spending” meant that this 

conceptual work was not enough:  an audit needed to check the spending against DFID’s own 

rules and regulations.     

Another moment of reversal occurred as my informants attempted to deal with the “roadblock”.  

When it emerged that the World Bank’s Trust Fund rules disallowed an audit from an external 

agency, DFID worked to reframe the Context of the exercise.  As in the ‘earmarking escape’ (see 

this Chapter), they tried to interpret the World Bank regulations and manoeuvre the audit so that 

it would conceptually tessellate, not encroach upon them.  Putting the audit in the context of their 

previous evaluation exercise served as evidence that this Contextualising work should succeed.       

Scott’s response indicated in no uncertain terms that DFID’s Contextualising work would fail.  

Saying, “This is definitely an audit”, he indicated there was no hope of legitimising the work with 

reference to World Bank rules.  The only possibility was to reframe the context of the work, and 

make those rules irrelevant.  This would be done by avoiding sending the report to the World 

Bank, and avoiding terminology which might provoke them.  Perhaps Scott thought that the 

World Bank rules weren’t really that important, and it was better to get the audit done and 

improve the chances of DFID agreeing funding for Phase 2.  Perhaps he thought that if the 
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DFID team consulted him, rather than the formal regulations, they could find a way forward in 

line with the spirit (if not the letter) of the World Bank rules244.  In any event, the attempt to 

reframe the Context of the audit failed, and had to be crossed-over by an attempt to reframe its 

context.   

Another uncomfortable moment came when it emerged that Scott didn’t have the authority to 

direct consultation only to him.  When the World Bank’s Legal, Compliance and Trust Fund 

team objected to the audit, they questioned the notion that Scott could interpret the rules on 

behalf of the World Bank.  As in the query over “liberal spending”, it could no longer be 

assumed that consultation of World Bank regulations nested within consultation with Scott.  The 

attempt to reframe the context of the audit was trumped (see Chapter 3).  If there was to a way 

forward, it had to legitimise the audit in the Context of World Bank regulations.   

This was DFID’s task as they attempted once again to reframe the audit conceptually.  They 

worked to specify even more precisely what the audit would be about, and avoid contravening 

World Bank rules.  The checking, briefing and note-taking of DFID at this stage indicates that 

they were not confident that this work would be successful.  The audit did eventually proceed, 

but it did so only with constant reversals of Context and context.  The interpretive work which 

framed the audit as compliant with World Bank regulations and DFID requirement was 

constantly checked against a variety of people, rules, regulations and precedents.  There was no 

sense that the interpretive work which legitimated the audit in Context would necessarily 

succeed.  It was in doubt.       

The discussion over Scott’s feedback introduces a further aspect to that doubt:  what was 

everyone really worried about?  In his email, Scott questioned two aspects of the study:  First, he 

hadn’t had a chance to review a draft of the audit before it was finalised, and he thought his 

feedback might invalidate parts of it.  In other words, the audit was not legitimate in the context 

of his views.  Second, the status of the analysis was not clear – Scott wanted to be sure that the 

recommendations pertained to DFID, not to the World Bank or DSF.  The Context of the audit 

needed to be clear so that its analysis was only legitimate as an evaluation of DFID – it was 

illegitimate for the World Bank because of their rules.        

George’s response then raised the question of whether Scott was really concerned about the 

audit’s recommendations, or whether he was in fact concerned about other issues at DSF which 
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were eroding his power.  To speculate, perhaps my informants were sceptical of Scott’s interest 

in complying with World Bank regulations and making the paperwork consistent, knowing that 

this had not been a priority for him in the past.  Or perhaps Scott felt that his earlier attempts to 

side-step formal World Bank regulations had been misguided, and wanted to learn from the 

experience and move forward on a more solid basis this time.  Whilst all my informants had 

personal preferences and instincts about how to deal with bureaucratic problems, they all 

changed and adapted their approaches as the difficulties of DSF unfolded.  This indicates that 

they were engaging in reflexive work over process – in other words, they were learning.         

Whatever the merits of the speculations over my informants’ work, the scholarly issue revolves 

around the way that they embodied and created doubt.  I ask the reader to hold that thought 

until page 174, this Chapter.   

In the months that followed, the questions that had been raised over DFID’s audit of DSF 

swirled from one problem into another.  As the auditing issue had been unravelling, another 

conversation had been going on about how to ensure that each donor agency involved in DSF 

was committed to changing the way they worked (so that they would work effectively with other 

agencies in the joint facility).  A significant amount of work took place attempting to frame a 

document which would formalise the commitment.  Within DFID, there was a discussion over 

what kind of document would be legitimate in the Context of DFID’s regulations.  Could they 

sign a Memorandum of Understanding?  A Letter of Support?  A Letter of Intent?  DFID staff 

involved with DSF were not sure of their own interpretations of the rules, and sought advice 

from their headquarters.  The headquarters were staunchly resistant to providing any interpretive 

help245.  They gave the staff references to the relevant regulations, and told them to make their 

own judgements on the matter.  From Humphrey and Laidlaw’s point of view, we can see this as 

a moment when process – as ritualised action – works because its meaning has been stipulated.  

For DFID, bureaucratic rules must contain all their meaning in themselves, and DFID staff 

honour the regulations by reflecting on how they apply in each particular circumstance.  Any 

external interpretive help would undermine the stipulated, apprehensible essence of these 

bureaucratic rules.      

Coming up against such a problem, DFID staff reconsidered whether they really needed to 

worry about this document after all.  George led an interpretation of the legal and non-legal 
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elements of DSF, which concluded that the important issue in the design of the facility was 

ensuring that the decisions of the DSF Management Committee had authority246.  DFID shifted 

its energies and dropped their work on the Letter of Intent.  They set about working out whether 

other documents they were working on – particularly their ‘Memorandum of Understanding’ – 

had successfully established the authority of the Management Committee.  Again, they sought 

advice from DFID headquarters to check whether their concerns had been addressed247.  Again, 

DFID’s headquarters were resistant to providing interpretive assistance – simply providing a list 

of references and encouraging DFID staff to judge for themselves248.  My informants worked to 

persuade their colleagues to provide more help – highlighting how vulnerable they were when 

negotiating with the World Bank (who had teams of lawyers to assist them).  Given the legal 

language of the document, it was impossible for them to be sure that their concerns had been 

addressed249.        

DFID headquarters did then advise and it emerged that, as a document, a Memorandum of 

Understanding has a different legal basis for the World Bank than it does for DFID250.  With this 

understanding DFID clarified a set of challenges to the World Bank, and sent it to Scott along 

with a number of suggested changes to the Memorandum of Understanding.  Scott accepted 

several of DFID’s challenges with no reservations.  He highlighted that some of DFID’s changes 

would contravene standard World Bank practice, and passed the main document onto a lawyer at 

the World Bank251.     

The World Bank lawyer said that some of DFID’s changes would be better incorporated with a 

different document – the Operations Manual.  The key issue outstanding was DFID’s proposal 

that the World Bank should provide a range of financial statements to the DSF Management 

Committee.  This was not consistent with the standard way that World Bank Trust Funds were 

run – usually, the World Bank would send such statements to the agency it got the money from 

(in this case, DFID)252.  Scott suggested that if they wanted, DFID could simply pass on the 

financial statements to the Management Committee themselves.  It wasn’t possible for the World 

Bank to be legally obliged to send financial statements to the Management Committee, because 
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the Management Committee (like DSF) was not a legal entity.  This didn’t stop DFID from 

circulating these statements to the Management Committee if they wished253.      

His suggestion was not universally welcomed by DFID, but the staff decided that Scott’s 

position was too strong to question.  They turned their attention to the Operations Manual.  

Here they encountered a range of other problems which this dissertation does not have space to 

explore.   

Thinking through this account with the other ethnographic examples, I would like to venture a 

typology of the different strategies through which people deal with issues of process. 

1) Expand the context  

One strategy for dealing with a bureaucratic problem is to expand the number of people, rules 

and regulations that are consulted.  We can see this strategy at work in the case outlined above, 

when DFID staff sought advice from their headquarters.  Another example would be when they 

sent around drafts of their documents for others to review, or kept notes of what they were 

doing so as to enable others (or their future selves) to check their work later.  Sometimes it was 

not people, but regulations that were consulted – as staff looked up regulatory references on 

particular issues.  Here the strategy is combined with the interpretive work described in 

Strategies 3 and 4, below.   

 

2) Shrink the context  

Another strategy for dealing with bureaucratic problems is to reduce the number of people, rules 

and regulations who are consulted.  Sometimes, this is a matter of avoiding the opinions of 

certain people – for example, when Scott suggested that DFID shouldn’t send the audit to the 

World Bank.  At other times, it is a matter of delineating authority and saying that certain people 

have the expertise to judge on behalf of others – for example, when Scott sent the draft of the 

Memorandum of Understanding to the World Bank lawyer.  The resistance of DFID 

headquarters to interpreting documents indicates that there can be problems with delineating 

authority, and asking people to make judgements on behalf of others.     

3) Interpret the Context 
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A third strategy for dealing with bureaucratic problems is to interpret the conceptual framework 

underpinning it, so that the issue is manoeuvrable.  An example of this would be the ‘earmarking 

escape’, where rules and regulations are interpreted so that issues can be tessellated.  Another 

example would be Scott’s suggestion that financial reports were sent to DFID, who then sent 

them on to the Management Committee.  Here, he interpreted the World Bank rules and found a 

way that DSF could work within them to get what they wanted.      

4) Redefine the problem 

Another strategy based on interpretive work is to redefine the problem.  We have seen this at 

work several times.  It happened when DFID staff decided to shift their energies and 

concentrate on the Memorandum of Understanding, rather than the Letter of Intent.  It 

happened once again when DFID understood that a Memorandum of Understanding has a 

different legal basis for the World Bank and DFID – this meant they only needed to be 

concerned about certain issues within the document.  It happened once more as the World Bank 

lawyer suggested that the issues could be addressed in the Operations Manual, rather than the 

Memorandum of Understanding.    

If we understand how these different strategies relate to one another, we can understand how the 

difficulties over process “went around in circles” at DSF.  The moment of redefining the problem 

(Strategy 4) is when informants realise they have come full circle – they are dealing with a 

‘different’ problem (even if is composed of elements of the old problem).  At this moment they 

have no possibility of knowing whether this problem is more ‘solvable’ than the last – hence the 

frustration and the feeling that they have made no progress in moving forward.   

On its own, Strategy 1 (expand the context) can only work if the process of consulting people, 

rules and regulations has no impact on the conceptual framework of the problem.  So, sending 

drafts for review by others will only render a document legitimate if the feedback of those people 

does not change its Context.  Strategy 1 would be successful if, say, a reviewer criticised the style, 

format or language of a document in a way that the author was able to change.  It would not 

succeed if a reviewer challenged the fundamental basis on which the document was conceived.  

Strategy 1 is political.  It is about enrolling others to support the solution to a problem.     

Strategy 2 (shrink the context) is also political.  It will work if everyone agrees about where 

authority lies.  It worked when Scott sent the draft to the World Bank lawyer, because everyone 

agreed that (in terms of the World Bank regulations) the Memorandum of Understanding was a 
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legal document and the lawyer had the expertise to provide an authoritative interpretation.  It 

faltered when DFID tried to consult their headquarters, because for them, the Memorandum of 

Understanding was not a legal document and (like other documents in DFID), the staff directly 

involved were supposed to take responsibility for interpreting them.  Headquarters were not 

comfortable being placed in a position of authority, and the DFID team needed to use another 

strategy to move forward.  They interpreted the conceptual framework of DFID and World 

Bank rules (Strategy 3), to redefine the problem (Strategy 4).       

Strategy 3 (interpret the Context) is potentially the most durable way to solve a bureaucratic 

problem.  This works when it is possible to interpret the conceptual framework of a problem in 

such a way that the issues can be tessellated with one another.  The interpretation will endure if it 

is impervious to politics.  It is not possible to know this about the interpretation a priori – it has 

to be tested.  So, Strategy 3 is often combined with Strategy 1 (expand the context) – as people ask 

others to check their interpretive work and test whether it is political.  It is also combined with 

Strategy 2 (shrink the context) – to delimit which views have political authority.  Sometimes, it is 

not possible to interpret the Context of a problem so as to tessellate the issues.  Then, Strategy 3 

may lead to Strategy 4 – interpretive work may lead to a redefinition of the problem to be solved.   

The inter-dependence of these four strategies explains how bureaucratic work at DSF went 

around in circles.  It also demonstrates how, as bureaucratic work struggles, doubt is an engine 

of power.    

The best chance my informants had of solving a bureaucratic problem was to interpret its 

fundamental conceptual framework – its Context.  There was no way to know whether this 

interpretation would work.  They had to consult others (Strategy 1) and delimit whose opinion 

had authority (Strategy 2) – to place the problem in context.  Doubt over whether an 

interpretation would hold – the worry that their strategies would fail – was the limit appearance 

of Context/context.  It emerged at the uncomfortable moments when the politics of bureaucracy 

came to turn back and cross-over the apolitical, conceptual framework for it.  An example of this 

would be when Scott suggested that DFID didn’t send their audit to the World Bank.  The 

visible, apolitical framework of World Bank regulations was being crossed-over as an individual 

claimed the political authority to use their own judgement and avoid the rules.     

In my vice-versa mode of the limit appearance, there were also uncomfortable moments when 

the visible, apolitical and conceptual framework of bureaucracy turned back and crossed over its 

invisible politics.  This happened when people suspected that others were using the conceptual 
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apolitics of bureaucracy to mask the politics that was really at the heart of their concern.  An 

example would be when George interpreted Scott’s feedback on the audit to be about his loss of 

power at DSF – rather than a ‘genuine’ concern that he had not been properly consulted and the 

remit of the document needed to be properly defined.  These moments of doubt occur through 

guesswork; the basis of (mis)apprehension (see Chapter 1).  This was the difficulty of not 

knowing what problems at the facility were really ‘about’, which occurred with more and more 

frequency as the struggles at DSF went on.       

My informants would say this kind of doubt was deeply corrosive their ability to solve problems 

and move forward.  Incidents such as these revealed how little trust existed between them, and 

the difference between how the World Bank and DFID had started to relate at DSF, and David’s 

description of the two agencies as “soul-mates”.  The political authority of informants to make 

judgements (to put problems in context) was critical to any attempt to interpret and tessellate 

bureaucratic issues (and solve problems in Context).  Whichever strategy my informants 

instinctively favoured, they were absolutely dependent on the other strategies if they were to 

solve bureaucratic problems.  When these strategies failed, all of my informants had fewer 

possibilities for manoeuvring bureaucratic forms.  This is why issues of process at DSF not only 

went around in circles, but became increasingly difficult to discharge.   

* 

What does all this tell us about the notion that process is a decontextualising context, and the 

notion that process precludes politics?   

The events at DSF suggest that Ferguson’s notion of bureaucracy as anti-politics is only true of 

bureaucratic work as performed in Strategy 3.  Bureaucratic solutions will endure if the 

interpretations underpinning them are impervious to politics.  This frames Ferguson’s argument 

as a methodological object:  The visible parts of an institution are those that frame its work as 

legitimate in Context.  Ferguson’s methodology precluded his ability to view the politics which 

legitimates bureaucracy in context – where its institutional parts may be invisible and subject to 

guesswork.  Arguably, the most important element of bureaucratic legitimacy is its conceptual 

framework.  This is apolitical, but it is not a priori.  If bureaucracy does not have political 

legitimacy, it can have no legitimacy at all.   

Thus, the ethnography of DSF suggests that process is not a decontextualising context.  It is a 

moment when the two forms of context I have identified in this dissertation – Context and 
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context – turn back and cross-over one another.  My observations of the interdependence of 

apolitical and political strategies suggest that Humphrey and Laidlaw’s account might therefore 

need to be nuanced when it is applied to bureaucratic, rather than religious life.    

Round in circles; moving forward 

Insights into how process goes around in circles are valuable for our understanding of policy 

processes.  In policy studies has become conventional to depict policy processes as a circular 

movement.  Evaluations of previous policy initiatives feed into the definition of the problem 

which subsequent initiatives will attempt to solve; policies are then formulated, designed and 

implemented – then evaluated which defines another problem to be solved.  Lasswell’s classic 

formulation of this ‘policy cycle’ (1977) was redrawn by Young and Quinn in 2002 (see Fig. 24).   

Fig. 24.  The policy cycle 

 

A rich seam of writing in policy studies and development studies has illuminated how in real life, 

the circle doesn’t not proceed in an orderly, linear fashion (Hill 1997; Sabatier 1999; Sutton 

1999).  Those attempting to influence policy processes might do so in different ways, depending 

on which phase of the cycle they are seeking to engage with (Pollard and Court 2005).  The cycle 

might be bent and twisted into a non-circular form, as certain phases are more important in 

certain situations (Young and Court 2004).  Such literature has agreed that policy can be 

modelled as a clockwise movement in a circle, whilst nuancing and qualifying that view.   

In Cultivating Development, David Mosse does not explicitly engage with this literature (2005).  I 

suggest, however that his work could be interpreted to suggest that the direction of movement in 
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the policy cycle should be understood in reverse.  Mosse re-orientates the relation of 

development policy and development practice – two terms which might take up opposing 

positions on Lasswell’s cyclical diagram (Mosse 2005).  Countering the conventional reading that 

policy produces practice (the clockwise cycle), Mosse argues that practice produces policy.  His 

ethnography prompts an interpretation of the policy cycle as a counter-clockwise movement 

(Fig. 25).   

Fig. 25.  The policy cycle counter-clockwise 

 

The bureaucratic movement I have described in this dissertation only pertains to a small section 

of the policy cycle.  My fieldwork data only covers the initiation and design of DSF – not how 

the facility has implemented its plans.  Still, I would contend that ethnographic insights into the 

nature of this movement enrich existing models of policy processes.   

The models of the policy cycle shown above assume a kind of movement that Ingold has named 

‘transport’ (Ingold 2007).  His work on lines defines the difference between ‘transport’ and 

‘wayfaring’, drawing on two ways of representing a gesture (see Fig. 26) (Ingold 2007: 72-75).    
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Fig. 26.  ‘Wayfaring’ and ‘transport’ 

 

With the series of dots, movement is mapped along pre-determined points.  When the dots are 

joined up the action is ‘transport’ movement:  the line moves from one destination to the next, 

along a pre-composed path.  The free-flowing line, in contrast, may wander in an improvised, 

responsive way: it is going ‘along’ for a ‘walk’ rather than going ‘across’ from one intended 

destination to the next.   

Whether they argue that movement is clockwise or counter-clockwise, cyclical models of policy 

processes suggest that bureaucracy moves through transport.  For Mosse, ‘policy’ is the 

destination to be aimed at, whilst in the conventional model the destination is ‘practice’.  In both 

cases, development work is a point-to-point exercise, where although people may deviate from 

the path they intended to travel upon, they must arrive at a location which has been pre-

determined.      

The study of process at DSF suggests that bureaucracy does not move through transport: it moves 

through wayfaring.  This is because of the way that doubt is an engine of power.  People may 

aim to interpret the conceptual framework of problems, and solve problems in Context – but 

this is not a fixed point that they can ever arrive at.  They must test their interpretations by 

placing them in context, and there can be no knowing exactly who might contest the 

interpretation, or when they might do so.  Efforts to delimit context (Strategy 2) may fail, because 

political authority is not always uncontested and as we saw in Chapter 3, in Indonesia it can 

suddenly change.  Strategy 1 is unpredictable – we cannot know for sure what others will say 

when they are consulted. 
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So, my informants were more like the reindeer hunters Ingold describes (2007: 77).  They have a 

clear objective (to kill a reindeer/harmonise for poverty reduction), but pursuing it involves 

responsive, reflexive, improvised work.  Just as the reindeer hunters attend to the landscape that 

unfolds as they move along, my informants attend to the changing context of their work – where 

different people and agencies will have political authority at different times regarding different 

matters.  They attempt to forge interpretations that will be impervious to this context, just as 

reindeer hunters will attempt to teach their children skills and techniques which will keep them 

safe on any given hunt.  The stipulated rituals of hunting (c.f. Humphrey and Laidlaw 1994), and 

the stipulated process of bureaucratic work must be subject to committed interpretation by those 

who perform them.  This is to say that it is never possible to identify moments when policy has 

been completely put into practice; or moments when practice has absolutely been forged as 

policy.  In DSF, these moments were constantly reversing; forever in limit appearance; always in 

doubt – the invisible, political parts of institutional life were always essential to any potential of 

visible, apolitical ones to solve problems.  

This observation frames my ethnography in contrast with other anthropologists working on 

institutions and bureaucracy.  As I described above, Mosse and scholars working in policy 

studies have framed the movement of policy processes as that of transport.  This is also evident 

in the work of Annelise Riles who frames bureaucratic movement within the motif of ‘network’ 

(Riles 2000).   

The connections between Riles’ informants, made through the network, were believed to be 

valuable for their own sake.  The aesthetics of the network – which her informants conceived as 

a web of relations around focal points (see Fig. 27) – were critical to their notion that 

communication was open, expansive and had infinite benefit.  As I have argued elsewhere, such 

networks work through the imagination of connection, rather than the exchange facilitated by it 

(Pollard 2004).  The model of the network must remain as a fiction, if it is to energise the more 

limited connections which it does indeed inspire.    

The network is based on a model of information transport.  Destination ‘focal points’ are 

connected by straight lines, which fix the travel of information along institutional paths (Fig. 27). 
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Fig. 27.  Information transport around a network 

 

DSF is not a network.  There is no sense in which connecting donors is effective in itself (see 

Chapter 2). 

If movement at DSF is improvised, reflexive and responsive, and if the objective of donors is 

not an endpoint but a direction for travel (see Chapter 2), we would be better to model their 

journeys as a mesh (Fig. 28).   

Fig. 28.  Reflexive journeys of donors form a mesh 
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In a mesh, actors cross over one another not at pre-determined crossing points, but as their 

improvised, reflexive, responsive journeys bring them together (Ingold 2007: 81-82).  The 

movement of actors is wayfaring, rather than predetermined by an aesthetic.  The mesh 

represents some of the key observations of this Chapter, in terms of my model of power in doubt.   

We can introduce one more moving part to the power in doubt model using ethnography from this 

Chapter.  At the beginning of the Chapter I described how “going around in circles” could be 

drawn as a loop (Fig. 19).  But a loop has important qualities which are different than a circle.  It 

is possible to move a loop up and down a thread, keeping its basic shape but moving it into 

different positions (Fig. 29). 

Fig. 29.  The shape of a loop travels up and down a thread 

 

Whilst there was a circularity to the difficulty of solving problems at DSF, I would suggest that 

this movement was that of moving a loop up and down a thread (which moves the problem), 

than going around in a circle (where the problem is the same).  

Each time my informants used Strategy 4 (redefining the problem) they were ‘starting again’, but 

they would be doing so with different sources of authoritative interpretation (in a different 

context).  For example, in 2007, several months after the discussion over the Memorandum of 

Understanding had ended in difficulty, the idea of a Letter of Agreement emerged.  Bappenas 

wanted to have a formal agreement of how DSF was going to work, how each agency would be 

involved, and how the Government of Indonesia would relate to it.  In terms of their content, 

the Letter of Agreement was very similar to the Memorandum of Understanding (and its 

predecessor, the Letter of Intent).  However, this document was working to solve a different 

problem.  The Letter of Agreement was proposed after a reshuffle at Bappenas, at the height of 

confusion as to who within the Government had authority to lead on decentralisation (see 
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Chapter 3).  It was written in a completely different context, and the problem could therefore be 

addressed by a solution which had previously failed.   

Thus, the movement of policy processes is not a cycle, turning in space:  it is a wheel turning in 

context.  Like a wheel, bureaucratic process goes around in circles.  But this movement propels the 

wheel onto different ground where there may be greater potential to move forward in an 

objective direction.  This leads me to define a notion of power for this dissertation:  Power is that 

which delimits the potential of actors to travel objectively.  As Bourdieu’s notion of ‘field’ described the 

interdependence of structure and agency (Bourdieu 1977), this notion of power suggests that the 

politics and apolitics of bureaucracy are interdependent.  It is in those uncomfortable moments 

where rules are avoided and trust falters that invisible and visible parts of institutions cross over 

one another, and we that we come to question what bureaucratic problems are really ‘about’.  

These are the turning points around which institutional actors can move, and where 

anthropological writing has capacity for dynamism.  Here, power is the possibility of action – 

that accelerates and constrains different actors as they move.  It is a conduit and a confinement 

of agency.  The analytic gestures carved out in ethnography do not expose the unknown, 

bundled at the centre of uncertainty – they show how the doubt around donor relationships 

delimits their potential to travel objectively.  In this we come once more to the central argument 

of this dissertation; that the social life of aid effectiveness reveals power in doubt. 
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Conclusion 
Power in Doubt:  Anthropology moving forward 

 

This dissertation has explored the dynamics of institutional struggle.  In Chapter 1, I outlined a 

paradox:  Why did DSF, an initiative which aimed to bring together different agencies, to foster 

fusions in their working and break down institutional barriers, actually generate tension between 

agencies and increase their sense of the differences between them?  The policy directive which 

underpinned DSF – the Paris Declaration of Aid Effectiveness – was founded on a hope that 

harmonisation would make the aid system simpler by taking aid agencies out of competition with 

one another.  Why then, did aid become so complicated at DSF? 

In the course of the dissertation I have developed a range of conceptual tools to address this 

paradox.  In Chapter 1 I described misapprehensions that surrounded actors at DSF, as they 

worked to anticipate and respond to the interests that others were supposed to have in the 

facility.  I suggested that the (mis)apprehension of interests was central to power relations at 

DSF.  Whether they were based on reason, conjecture, or delusion – (mis)apprehended interests 

were the basis of interpretive work through which people understood their relationships.  

(Mis)apprehensions were predicated on guesswork, as people were sensitive to the politics 

implied by subtle gestures in the office – a shirt being worn, the furniture bought or the feedback 

made on documents.  Such guesswork underpinned (mis)apprehensions based on “country-

knowledge”, as expatriates recognized the “Indonesian ways of doing things” based on subtle 

analytic gestures and negotiating strategies.  Indonesians in Government, in turn, reported 

recognising “International” mannerisms and working around them to their own advantage.  As 

they attempted to solve problems, donors worked to anticipate the issues which might be 

generated by the various interests at play.  They attempted to forge interpretations of the 

problems they faced, hoping to develop solutions to their problems that could weather any 

eventuality, and anticipate the different interests that would test it.  A key aspect of these 

interpretations is that they are in doubt – it is not possible to know whether they will be durable 

or not in advance.  As donors anticipate and respond to one another, I suggested that their 

movement could be traced as a set of lines, twisting and turning around each other on the 

journey to establish DSF.   



184 

 

Chapter 2 struggled at the problem of how to find an integrated way to make sense of these 

patterns of movement, whilst maintaining their complexity.  Each different line moved 

independently on its own course, but could be oriented – I argued – around the notion of 

objective.  The notion of objective, in DSF, is not a fixed destination that informants are 

working towards.  Instead, it is a direction for travel, around which donors must make their 

movement is visible.  Visible movement emerges as a key mode of ethics in ethnographic 

writing, which allows the reader to assess the validity of analytic work.  I suggested that different 

phases of movement can be marked out as gestures, borrowing Agamben’s term, when the details 

which make them up ethnographically work making towards a particular analytic point.  When 

different phases of movement become ‘symbolic’ (when we come to understand the ‘point’ 

being made) – the text can be ethically scrutinised.  It is held up as a series of gestures that can 

be interrogated for their effectiveness.  This is true both of scholarly writing and of aid practices 

themselves.  Over the course of the dissertation I set up a number of gestures by including 

analytic detail in the text, which connects to other analytic details to make a variety of scholarly 

points.  The major contribution of anthropological work is that it generates possibilities for 

changing direction, whilst still supporting the direction for travel of informants.  Borrowing the 

nautical term, my notion of about – the object of anthropological work – bears the possibility of 

using ethnographic material to find turning points without provoking the probability of blame.  

As anthropological writing goes about ethnographic material, it avoids competing for the same 

power that is at use in the field.  This entails a particular approach to objectivity, which avoids 

working from an inversion of power, and instead paying close attention to the research methods 

and practical ways that ethnographic writing forms gestures.  Here, the detail of ethnography 

emerges as a vindication of anthropological writing, generating greater possibilities for analysis to 

change direction.  Thus, the complication of holding multiple perspectives in view serves to 

generate dynamism through anthropological work.  Contrasting with recent writers on ontology 

(Mol 2002; Henare, Holbraad et al. 2007), I maintain that the notion of the perspective is critical 

to our descriptions of heterogeneity, conflict and struggle in social life.  Moving away from a 

vision based metaphor for the term (implying an object and corresponding image), my use of 

(mis)apprehension encompasses the sense that contrastive perceptions are significant whether 

they are based on reason, conjecture or delusion.          

At this stage in the dissertation the comparison started to emerge between my notion of power, 

and that illuminated by Mosse in Cultivating Development (2005).  Mosse describes power as the 

means through which coherent systems of representation are maintained, building on Actor-
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Network theory and particularly Latour (1999).  For him, power is the process whereby actors 

sustain dominant interpretations of action, even as they operate in everyday spheres that are 

autonomous from them.  It is in the interests of even subordinate actors to support 

representations of policy that are ordered and coherent, and even though the ‘success’ of 

development projects are always vulnerable, the co-ordination of these interests multiplies their 

capacity to delineate what constitutes ‘authority’.  In my work, however, the interests of different 

actors are not to be known and mapped; they are to be guessed at and (mis)apprehended.  As 

efforts for co-ordination are fragmented and difficult, the issue is not how actors represent 

development practices, but how they perceive them.  Orientating analysis around an objective, 

that is, a direction for travel, challenges the rationalist framework underpinning Mosse’s work and 

questions his assumption that agency can be traced through coherent, committed thoughts that 

become inseparable from social relations (2005: 11).  My material foregrounds the incoherence, 

unpredictability and dynamism of power.  This contests the model of neo-Foucauldian writers 

who view power as a ‘will’ (Murray-Li 2007), and rejects the metaphors of conspiracy and 

collusion so prevalent in development anthropologists who seem to index their scholarly 

‘independence’ against the oppositionality of their writing.     

The core concern of Chapter 3 is how to understand the relationship between DSF – a facility 

made up of international donor agencies with offices throughout the world – and the ‘context of 

Indonesia’.  Taking inspiration from Gellner I defined a first mode of Context (capitalised) as 

that which enables analysis of conceptual life – where there is potential to view whatever conceptual 

absurdity, logic, contradiction, reason, inconsistency, conflict and coordination that might 

appear.  A second mode of context (italicised and lower case) was defined as that which demarcates 

the relevance of power.  The history of aid to Indonesia showed that the giving, receiving and 

rejection of aid in Indonesia has been a tool of statecraft, used by the Government of Indonesia, 

donors, and foreign governments to constitute and position themselves over many decades.  Aid 

has been central to the ‘context of Indonesia’ developing as we now imagine it, even if donors 

are relatively marginal in its current political economy.  This historical backdrop was highly 

significant for DSF, as each of the different agencies involved had a different track-record of 

working in Indonesia.  DFID – the key agency pushing the facility forward – had only a limited 

prior background in decentralisation work.  Relationships between different donors were seen to 

transpose relationships between different parts of central Government, as controversies raged 

over which part of Government was the most appropriate partner for the facility.  Over several 

months, bodies with greater authority or momentum undermined the roles of existing structures 
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in a phenomenon I called ‘trumping’.  Layers of arrangements were made and then unmade, as 

agencies were disbanded or formed, invitations were proffered and then retracted, workplans 

competed with others and ministries were reshuffled.  Here, the context of Indonesia was 

perpetually unknown – ready to surprise and disrupt nascent plans for the facility.  The 

disruptive potential of trumping meant that there were some conflicts within the Government of 

Indonesia that mattered so much to donors, that they were forced to make them irrelevant to 

their own decision-making processes.  Tracing these relations through my model of power in doubt, 

the conflicts were termed ‘tangles of uncertainty’ which had to be handled by donors as 

sovereign objects in order to avoid them becoming disruptive.  Here, donors deal only with 

context – whatever emerges from the tangle is relevant but the Context at the centre of it is left 

unknown.  All of this led to a new anthropological challenge being identified:  to seek out those 

moments when context becomes Context – when the fact of being unknown has political effects 

in itself.   

The distinction between Context and context provides a valuable toolkit with which to address 

one of the problems that introduced the dissertation:  what happens when several institutions 

rub up against one another?  The overlaps and ambiguity about the role and scope of different 

harmonisation initiatives, and different Government ministries meant that the Context of their 

work (the conceptual boundaries between them) were constantly in flux.  This made it 

impossible to identify the context in which they were operating – to apprehend the relevance of 

power.  In such circumstances, DSF was forced to try to generate order through its own 

definitions and mandates, rather than in response to the political economy that surrounded 

them.  In the process, a central claim of the DSF initiative – that it was “not a legal entity” and 

“not an institution” – could no longer be seen to hold.  The political effects of the unknown 

mean that when different institutions rub up against one other, they make it impossible that any 

multi-agency initiative might operate as a non-institution.      

Chapter 4 explored the frustrations around process at DSF, considering why difficulties at the 

facility tended to go around in circles.  It set out to understand why the numerous solutions were 

proposed to the problems, borne of significant knowledge and understanding, failed to eliminate 

frustrations.  I first considered instances where process was successful in enabling actors to move 

forward objectively, arguing that these bore resemblance to a game of Tetris.  Here, individuals 

were able to interpret rules and problems, which enabled them to shift and flip bureaucratic 

forms as sovereign objects.  In manoeuvring these forms, individuals work to tessellate these 

together, solving problems and moving forward.  I suggested that bureaucratic process bears the 
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same fundamental qualities that Humphrey and Laidlaw have identified as constitutive of ritual 

action, particularly as a space to suspend power relations by rendering action ‘apprehensible’.  In 

this way, an element of process is anti-political.  I suggested however that this anti-political quality 

is a means to build institutional strength, and that this can have profoundly political influences in 

itself.  The process of funding SOFEI was effective in neutralising concerns over conflicts of 

interest, and minimising the interpretive capacity of individuals in DSF.  Nuancing one of 

Humphrey and Laidlaw’s key tenets, I suggested that process is not a mistake for institutions 

unless those institutions themselves are a mistake.  The Chapter then explored the extent to 

which process is a decontextualising context, a second claim of Humphrey and Laidlaw’s theory of 

ritual.  It employed the two modes of context defined in Chapter 3:  the Context of process, which 

is the conceptual framework through which bureaucracy is interpreted as legitimate or 

illegitimate, and the context of process, which concerns who or what is consulted in bureaucracy.  

When process was at its most frustrating, its Context and context was reversed as informants 

struggled with the lack of certainty around interpretive work.  I demonstrated the 

interdependence of political and a-political elements of process, as problems spiralled into one 

another.  The Chapter defined a typology of four strategies through which these problems can be 

tackled:  to expand the context, contract the context, interpret the Context and redefine the 

problem.  I argued that the problem at the heart of the Chapter – the mystery of why process went 

around in circles – could be understood by revealing how these four strategies related to one 

another.  The first two strategies are political – they are about enrolling others to support the 

solution to a problem, and defining who is in authority.  An a-political solution – to interpret the 

Context – was the most potentially durable, but it was always to be tested through the first two 

strategies which placed bureaucratic problems in context.  Thus, the political authority of 

informants to make judgements (to put problems in context) was critical to any attempt to 

interpret and tessellate bureaucratic issues (and solve problems in Context).  They were 

absolutely dependent on all the strategies to solve bureaucratic problems – and as they failed, 

there were fewer possibilities for manoeuvring bureaucratic forms.   

In revealing the interdependence of the politics and a-politics of process, I suggested that 

bureaucratic solutions are not fixed, predetermined points which informants might aim at, but 

junctures which they will come to through improvisation.  The responsive, reflexive movement 

of donors in bureaucracy is best modelled as a mesh, rather than as a network.  I argued that the 

movement of policy processes is not a cycle turning in space; it is a wheel turning in context.  Like 

a wheel, bureaucratic process goes around in circles, but this propels the wheel onto different 
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ground where a-political solutions are constantly tested through political means.  Here, there may 

or may not be greater possibilities to move forward in an objective direction.   

My definition of power – that which delimits the potential of actors to travel objectively – brings the 

dissertation into a family of social theorists who have argued that power is not a ‘thing’ to be 

wielded, but generated by (and generating of) social relations.  Foucault said that “power must be 

understood...as the multiplicity of force relations immanent in the sphere in which they operate 

and which constitute their own organisation” (1976: 92).  He argues that the chain, or system of 

force relations is embodied in the state apparatus, in the constitution of the law and in myriad 

social hegemonies (1976: 93).  In this perspective, knowledge is the life-blood of the chain.  The 

will to produce narratives of social relationships crystallises the system with clear logic and 

intentions underpinning it, even if that logic has not been invented by a particular person.  From 

Gramsci’s notion of hegemony (1975) to Singleton and Michael’s description of “arrangements 

of assent” (1993), diverse theories have shown how control over the production of discourse, 

modes of representation, and means of enquiry underpin systems of power.  They have stressed 

that knowledge and its acquisition fuels the relations through which power and resistance are 

exercised.  My work questions the notion that knowledge is the necessary currency of power.  Its 

emphasis on travel and movement is less to describe the constitution of the spheres in which 

power relations operate, but to ask about the possibilities for manoeuvring in such forum.        

Taken as a whole, the dissertation addresses the riddle of DSF’s struggles by demonstrating the 

significance of non-knowledge for its relationships.  I have shown that doubt, guesswork, 

(mis)apprehension, uncertainty and the unknown were critical to the struggles of aid 

effectiveness and harmonisation at DSF.  The central argument is that the social life of aid 

effectiveness reveals power in doubt.  The potential of actors to travel objectively is delimited by 

those uncomfortable moments where we question what bureaucratic problems are ‘about’ – 

when there is doubt around the various objects at stake, making it difficult to manoeuvre them 

and solve problems.  The politics and apolitics of bureaucracy are interdependent here, as 

attempts to tackle difficulties are tested with uncertain results.  I image such relations through 

the power in doubt model, a set of twirling threads, interacting with one another as they entwine 

along their sovereign journeys.  The model is not a predictor of action, nor is it a means to map 

the ‘real’ relations of different actors.  Instead, it is a visioning device through which conjure the 

topological relations of interacting agents – intended to evoke the politics of their divergent and 

diverging paths.  Fig 30 shows one variation of the model.  
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Fig. 30  The power in doubt model 

 

In the power in doubt model, different actors are represented as different lines, responding to each 

other as they improvise their movement forward.  As donors and government actors interact, the 

twists, tangles and loops of their lines form a mesh.  My model extends Eyben’s contention that 

aid relationships form a web (Eyben 2006) by stressing that the points where donors come 

together and work more closely cannot be fixed in advance, but emerge as they anticipate and 

speculate upon one another’s movement.  This movement can be oriented around actors’ 

objective, which sets out the direction they will travel in, and thus facilitates the marking of 

gestures as visible phases of movement.  Moments of doubt emerge as visible and invisible parts 

of bureaucracy cross over one another, in the reversal of Context and context.  Such 

uncomfortable moments are critical to institutional problem solving, for here we see the 

dynamic, multiple issues that bureaucratic struggles are ‘about’, and the ever unfolding questions 

that lie between tangles of uncertainty.  In describing all these struggles my dissertation has 
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worked to illuminate the political effects of non-knowledge, without seeking to render it 

exposed.   

Whilst it has no capacity for ‘blame’, this dissertation is a critical piece of work.  The Paris 

Declaration on Aid Effectiveness was premised on the notion that co-ordinated aid would 

reduce transaction costs, leading to more efficient and cost-effective aid.  The struggles at DSF 

would suggest, however, that co-ordination can be a time consuming and fraught process which 

may incur significant complications.  Given the weak position of donors and the tumultuous 

politics of reformasi, conditions for DSF were challenging from the start.  The facility was widely 

regarded as a particularly ambitious initiative, noteworthy for the diversity of its participating 

agencies – both grantmaking and loanmaking, bilateral and multilateral.  The different 

backgrounds of these agencies in Indonesian decentralisation, combined with enormous disparity 

in their institutional resources, meant that agencies could not approach the facility on an equal 

footing.  Efforts to establish the facility were hampered not only by the divergent interests at 

play, but the ways in which these were misapprehended and speculated upon.  An 

anthropological approach illuminates interests as a mode of responsiveness, and cautions against 

identifing these as essential qualities of people or institutions.  If future aid effectiveness 

initiatives are to avoid the difficulties encountered in Indonesia, they would do well to scrutinise 

not only the political context in which their work may be embedded, but the politics of the aid 

industry itself.   

As anthropological analysis illuminates this politics, the challenges of social theory come to both 

reflect and reverberate with those of aid effectiveness.  The methodological imperatives that the 

anthropology of struggle command, simultaneously promote the kind of institutional reflexivity 

on which the success of the aid effectiveness movement depends.  The more intensive our 

commitment to forging robust, rigorous social theory, the more possible it is for research to 

vitalise the improvement of aid.  Rather than luxurious appendage to be compromised or traded 

off, academic integrity is the essence of action research in aid effectiveness.    
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Epilogue 
 

Since I left Indonesia in June 2007, my informants at DSF have scattered far and wide.  They 
have taken up positions in countries including Afghanistan, Malaysia, Bangladesh, the 
Philippines, India, Uganda, the United States and United Kingdom, working with a range of 
development institutions.  Scott remained in Indonesia, taking up a post with AusAID, whilst 
David moved to London to work for DFID.  Mary moved to Malaysia and Megan was posted in 
Bangladesh.  George has recently finished a posting in Afghanistan where he was joined by 
Saiba, who both remain with DFID.    

Those who stayed with DSF report that it has remained “the usual rollercoaster ride”254, with 
decision-making an arduous and time consuming process.  Problems with the internal 
management are said to have done little to improve morale or improve teamworking.  There 
were, however, signs of optimism including the appointment of a new Programme Manager for 
the facility, and great strides forward in securing a “Government lead” for the facility.  The office 
has moved from Menteng to the World Bank offices.  In 2008, Bappenas, Home Affairs and the 
Ministry of Finance signed a Memorandum of Understanding to clarify their engagement with 
DSF, and the internal co-ordination that this agreement forged has been hailed as a significant 
prize.  The three ministries have now been officially placed as the leaders of DSF, and the 
principal purpose of the facility is now “to support the decentralization agenda of the 
Government of Indonesia”. 

Further details on the facility’s progress can be found at www.dsfindonesia.org.       

                                                      

254 14th May 2009.  Vikram, email. 
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Glossary (Part 2) 
Acronyms, names and key institutions 

 

ADB The Asian Development Bank 
The multilateral development finance donor for Asia.  Along with the Japanese 
and the World Bank, the ADB provides a large proportion of financial assistance 
to Indonesia. 

AusAID The Australian bilateral donor agency.  Joined DSF in 2006. 

Bappenas  Badan Perencanaan dan Pembangunan Nasional 
The Ministry for Planning, Government of Indonesia.  Historically, Bappenas has 
been a key partner for the World Bank, along with the Ministry of Finance.  

BAKTI Bursa Pengetahuan Kawasan Timur Indonesia 
Eastern Indonesia Knowledge Exchange.  The information service associated 
with SOFEI. 

CIDA Canadian International Development Agency.   
The Canadian bilateral donor agency.  Joined DSF in 2006.  

CGI Consultative Group on Indonesia 
This mechanism for coordinating donors in Indonesia was founded in 1992 as a 
replacement for the IGGI, and was chaired by the World Bank.  It was disbanded 
in 2007. 

Danida The Danish bilateral donor agency.   
Contributed to the original funding of SOFEI. 

DFID The UK Department for International Development 
The British bilateral donor agency.  DFID instigated DSF with the World Bank 
in 2004.  During my fieldwork, almost all funding for DSF came from DFID.  

DPOD  Dewan Pertimbagan Otonomi Daerah  
Council for Reviewing Regional Autonomy.  This board was originally set up 
within Home Affairs, but since 1999 it reported to the President.  It brought 
together representatives from Bappenas, the Ministry of Finance and Home 
Affairs.   

DSF  Decentralisation Support Facility 
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(the) Dutch The bilateral donor agency of the Government of the Netherlands 
The Dutch were involved in DSF ever since its first phase of operations.  They 
provided assistance for the SOFEI office, in Makassar.   

FAO   Food and Agriculture Organisation (of the United Nations) 

(the) Government The Government of Indonesia 
I use this term to refer to central Government – the executive and 
ministries based in Jakarta.   

GTZ Deutsche Gesellschaft fur Technische Zusammenarbeit 
The German bilateral donor agency.  GTZ joined DSF in 2006. 

Home Affairs Ministry for Home Affairs, Government of Indonesia 
Historically, Home Affairs has been a key partner for CIDA and GTZ. 

IGGI Inter-Governmental Group on Indonesia  
This was the first dedicated mechanism for donor coordination in 
Indonesia.  It was founded in 1967 and disbanded in 1992. 

IMF International Monetary Fund 
Indonesia ‘graduated’ from IMF assistance in 2003. 

JDWG Joint Donor Working Group on Decentralisation  
The JDWG was a subsection of the CGI, with responsibility for co-
ordinating donor work on decentralisation. 

Krismon The economic crisis in Indonesia, 1997/8.  A contraction of monetary 
krisis. 

LSP Local Services Platform 
The original name of DSF (2004). 

MDGs  Millennium Development Goals 

Ministry of Finance Historically, the Ministry of Finance has been a key partner for the World 
Bank, along with Bappenas.   

New Order Orde Baru 
The New Order was the term used by Suharto to characterise his 
regime.  Marking his rule in Indonesia from 1966-1998, the term 
was used as a contrast to the Orde Lama – the old order of 
Sukarno.   

(the) Permanent Secretariat Permanent Secretariat for Decentralisation 
This body was established in 2006 as a central point of authority on 
decentralisation work in the Indonesian Government.  It brought 
together all Eschelon 2 deputies working on decentralisation, from 
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Bappenas, the Ministry of Finance and Home Affairs – working under 
the authority of the latter.   

PKI Partai Komunis Indonesia 
The Communist Party of Indonesia grew from the 1920s, and was 
a key element in Indonesian politics in the post-war period.  It was 
crushed in 1965, and banned the following year.  

Reformasi Literally ‘reformation’.  The widespread social, political and institutional 
reforms following the fall of Suharto in 1998.     

SBY President Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono 
SBY has been President of Indonesia since 2004.  He is the 6th President 
of Indonesia. 

SOFEI The Support Office for Eastern Indonesia 
This regional multi-donor office was based in Makassar, Sulawesi.  It was 
established a few months before DSF, and during my fieldwork had a 
complex relationship with the facility (see Chapter 4).   

Suharto  President of Indonesia, 1967-1998.  Bapak of the New Order.   

Sukarno  The first President of Indonesia, holding office from 1945-67. 

TTL Task Team Leader 
The World Bank staff member responsible for the expenditure of a 
World Bank Trust Fund.   

TWGs Technical Working Groups 
These were formed in 2004 under the JDWG (the decentralisation 
subsection of CGI), to address ‘technical’ rather than ‘policy’ related 
issues in decentralisation. 

UN   United Nations 

UNDP United Nations Development Programme 
UNDP was one of the original partners in DSF’s first phase.  It 
joined the facility in 2005. 

USAID The American bilateral donor agency.   
USAID joined DSF in 2006. 

(the) World Bank The World Bank were part of the initial instigation of DSF in 
2004.  DSF funds are held in a World Bank trust fund.    



195 

 

Glossary (Part 3) 
Key informants 

Abel Senior Manager, GTZ 

Cho Country Head of UNDP Indonesia 

David  Country Head of the World Bank Indonesia 

Dominic Senior Manager, UNDP 

Eni Head, SOFEI 

Fred Senior Economist, World Bank 

George Senior Governance Advisor, DFID South-East Asia 
Responsible for leading the DSF design process for Phase 2 of the facility. 

Gerta Manager, Multi-Donor Fund 

Greg Senior Consultant, World Bank 

Henk Senior Manager, ADB 

Ibu Ika Senior Government Official 

Ibu Sri Budiyanti Senior Manager, World Bank 

Jeon Head of Infrastructure, World Bank 

Marta Manager, UNDP 

Martin Deputy Head, DFID Indonesia 

Mary Senior Manager, DSF (World Bank contract)   

Megan Country Head of DFID Indonesia (until April 2006) 

Phillip Manager, AusAID 

Priya Governance Advisor, DSF (DFID Indonesia contract) 

Saiba Social Development Advisor, DSF, (DFID Indonesia contract)  

Scott Senior Social Scientist, World Bank Indonesia.  Task Team Leader of DSF 

Michael Deputy Programmes Manager, DFID South-East Asia 

Vikram Country Head, DFID Indonesia (from April 2006)
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