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13
Jan Pronk, Institute of Social Studies, The Hague, the Netherlands1

Summary
In this volume, the contributors discuss the field of inter-
national research cooperation and explore emerging 
agendas for development-oriented research. In his 
response, former Minister for Development Cooperation 
Jan Pronk looks more closely at the role of research in 
the South, and discusses the paradigm that has guided 
the Netherlands policy for international research coop-
eration over the past 20 years. He describes some of 
the global forces that have made that policy inadequate 
to deal with the challenges currently facing countries in 
both the South and the North, even though the paradigm 
on which it was based may still be valid. Jan Pronk 
concludes by posing some questions that may help 
in focusing the debate about setting priorities in the 
emerging research agendas. 

Development-oriented research

Taking the side of the poor 
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1 Introduction

I hope to contribute to the discussion on international research cooperation as a poli-
tician and practitioner, but in particular as a student of development policies, processes 
and situations. My observations are grounded in two important lessons I learned 
from my teachers in both academia and politics. First, one should always choose 
research subjects that are relevant and can be applied to improve the lives of the poor 
and vulnerable, if not now, then certainly in the not too distant future. This may be a 
subjective selection criterion, but it is one that I have embraced as my own. The second 
lesson is that one should always ensure that policies are based on solid analysis, and 
then constantly question them and to be prepared to change them on the basis of new 
evidence. 

Following this lesson implies continually going from theory to practice and back 
again – searching and re-searching, re-flecting, re-thinking and re-doing – in order to 
ensure that policies remain relevant to the needs of the poor. 

2 Location, location, location

In the process of applying these lessons I have learned to appreciate the variations in 
and the differences between development processes, and have come to the conclusion 
they are always highly situation and location specific. This fact of life may be difficult 
for politicians and policy makers to accept, since they like to think in terms of general 
models and overall systems. 

It is often said that through globalization, knowledge is increasingly ‘on the move’, 
available everywhere and shared by all. This may seem inconsistent with the obser-
vation that all development processes are situation and location specific. However, it 
is important to recognize that globalization has been only partially achieved, and that 
not everyone has equal access to the knowledge that is available worldwide. Having 
access to the internet no longer means that you belong to an elite, but it should be 
kept in mind that there are still more than 2 billion people who do not have access to 
modern technologies, and so are unable to benefit from research findings, or to partic-
ipate in information and knowledge sharing. Globalization is by no means complete. 

Globalization is being driven by Western forces, such as technology and economics, 
and so is access to knowledge. These forces, in particular the push for economic 
growth, are based on capitalist values and focus on material consumption, profit and 
innovation. These values, by definition, stand for renewal, progress and development 
and the power of markets. Globalization is not only far from complete; it also leans 
heavily towards Western capitalist values. 

The forces that drive globalization are affecting all areas of the world. People 
living in the tropical forests of Brazil or the deserts of Darfur are affected by the same 
forces as the inhabitants of cities such as The Hague. To understand how globalization 
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actually impacts on people, it is necessary to know something about the situation in 
which they live and to appreciate how they cope with the forces that drive globali-
zation. It is necessary to talk to people, look into their faces and genuinely listen to 
what they have to say, and to be aware of the political, social and cultural circumstances 
under which they live. It is impossible to understand the complexities of the security 
situation in Iraq or Afghanistan, or political problems with majorities and minorities 
in the Netherlands simply by opening a laptop and surfing the web. It is necessary to 
talk to people and to probe deep, very deep, in order to unveil the underlying causes of 
these crises. Anyone who wishes to do a good job will first have to carry out long-term 
field research, and meet with and listen to local people, in particular the voiceless, the 
vulnerable and the weak. 

3 The Dutch paradigm 

The contributors to this volume have reviewed research and development policies 
and experiences over the past two decades, in particular those of the Netherlands. 
The analytical basis for the Dutch research cooperation with the South was laid at an 
international conference on development-related research held in Groningen in 1989,2  
which was followed by a second meeting three years later.3 At the first conference I 
suggested four principal guidelines for research cooperation. First, probe deeply into a 
situation; second, keep testing and continue testing; third, be relevant to the poor and 
powerless; and fourth, do not disregard the element of power as a major variable in 
development processes.  

At the Groningen conference Professor C.J. Chetsanga of the University of 
Zimbabwe provided an illustration of why the notion of power should never be 
ignored when analyzing development processes: ‘We in developing countries feel 
like players in a football match where the rules of the game change each time we are 
about to score’. That is the power in the process. Another speaker, the late Professor 
Peter Kloos of the VU University Amsterdam, elaborated on this notion: ‘an orien-
tation to poverty eradication necessitates an understanding of elitist behaviour and thus 
researching power’. In other words, power is important not only in the development 
process, but also in the research into the process. 

After the conference, the notion that power plays a role in development processes, 
and that value systems direct research, was integrated into a new, alternative approach 
to research cooperation. Joske Bunders of the VU University Amsterdam, one of the 
main thinkers who helped develop it, called it the interactive bottom-up approach.4

The approach called for multidisciplinary research and for an holistic view, taking 
into consideration the situation in which people live as they themselves perceive it. The 
starting point was not the traditional research disciplines, but location-specific descrip-
tions of situations in which people live, their perception of these situations, their own 
needs and the constraints they experience in achieving their ambitions. 
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The interactive bottom-up approach rejected the traditional project-based research 
funding and advocated principles such as trust, the long term and self-reliance. 
Research cooperation should no longer be directed by the power of donors or by 
researchers from donor countries. Research cooperation should be guided by the 
‘people within’ and by researchers as closely as possible related to them. This was the 
paradigm of interactive bottom-up research cooperation.

The policies of the Multi-annual Multidisciplinary Research Programmes 
(MMRPs), which started in 1992 when I was Minister for Development Cooperation, 
were based on this paradigm. Of course, I am disappointed that the programmes have 
been terminated, but I am a politician and I accept that any new minister has the right 
to halt initiatives started by his predecessors. I do not wish to dwell on that, except to 
say that I am particularly disappointed in myself because I was not convincing enough 
to ensure that the notion of power in the research process was retained.

The MMRPs were launched during the euphoria after the end of the Cold War, 
the emergence of sustainable development thinking and the Earth Summit in Rio. 
Sixteen years later there are many reasons to review the policy that guided the 
MMRPs, because the context in which development processes in the South take 
place have changed substantially. The paradigm underlying the policy may still be 
valid, but the policy itself is no longer adequate to guide North–South research coop-
eration. A new approach to development research is required, and hence a rethinking 
of the role of knowledge, research in development, capacity building and research 
partnerships.5 
 

3 The context of research 

Before we can discuss new approaches to development research, the current situation 
in the South needs to be analyzed and understood. Here I highlight just four aspects. 

First, the forces of globalization are different and more intense than they were 
20 years ago. New players such as China, India and other emerging economies have 
entered the global market and its governing bodies. The influence of international 
capital and multinational companies has grown substantially. In addition, new technol-
ogies are connecting people, markets and institutions, resulting in the disappearance of 
old frontiers and the emergence of new ones. Frontiers between states, between coun-
tries, between geographical spaces, and between North and South have blurred, but 
new barriers between people have emerged, such as increased levels of exclusion, new 
forms of apartheid, growing inequalities and ever-wider gaps between rich and poor. 

The two billion people without a voice, power and access to basic needs have 
not been completely forgotten. On the contrary, they are being researched – but as if 
they were livestock. Northern countries face many of the same problems as Southern 
countries, such as climate change and rising food and energy prices, as well as abject 
poverty within their borders. And, in all countries, in the North as well as in the South, 
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wealth is distributed very much less equally than it was 20 years ago. In fact, globali-
zation has led to stagnation in poverty reduction. 

The second concern is that regional conflicts are much more complicated than ever 
before. Cultural antagonisms are coinciding with economic inequalities and political 
polarization. The concept of security is translated in terms of self-protection, homeland 
security, pre-emptive strikes, occupation – always of areas somewhere in the South 
belonging to the South. In fact, in the current development paradigm, security has been 
prioritized over and above the need for sustainability.

Third, new economic instabilities resulting from the capitalist character of interna-
tional financial and economic processes pose unfamiliar threats. But, more important, 
climate change and loss of biodiversity are threatening both livelihoods and the lives 
of those yet unborn. These new instabilities threaten our survival, and we should not 
underestimate their potential impacts. 

Finally, the resurrection of the capitalist system, which has embraced neoliberal 
values and embedded traditional development approaches into an overall political, 
economic, military, environmental and security policy, is creating a geopolitical situ-
ation that is completely different from that of 20 years ago.

4 The role of research 

What is the role of research and knowledge in today’s context? I do not mean traditional 
development research, but research that is being carried out by the world’s principal 
knowledge institutions and research centres, such as the laboratories of multinational 
companies, the think-thanks of international banks, governments and their military, 
intelligence and security communities, and the universities and consultants who 
are contracted by them. In today’s context, their research is playing an increasingly 
important role in strengthening the positions of people within their own system, and in 
widening the gap between them and others outside their system. This research fosters 
the development of new technologies and their application. But rather than responding 
to demand, these technology applications manipulate people’s needs, distort values 
and create even more demand. This research mortgages the use of scarce natural and 
financial resources, jeopardizing the rights of future generations and their survival. 

This is the present situation. For many organizations and companies, their research 
is just an instrument for sustaining themselves and for strengthening the values that 
support their viability. Against this I plead for research to be used as an instrument 
for exerting countervailing power, and for knowledge that can used for bringing about 
equity, rather than as an instrument for perpetuating existing systems. 

In my view, in today’s context, research should play four roles: First, research 
should investigate the mechanism of power. Second, research should analyze the 
consequences of the policies of the rich, the powerful and the middle class, in particular 
their negative impacts on others. Third, research should provide the knowledge to 
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elaborate alternative approaches to bring about sustainable and equitable development 
for the poor. Finally, research should enable the excluded, the voiceless, the powerless 
and the poor to design their own future, to define their own perceptions, and to decide 
themselves about their own development path. In other words, borrowing from Bang-
ladeshi terminology, they need to build their own resilience, their own creativity and 
their own imaginations. Research and the knowledge it produces should provide the 
countervailing power needed to challenge the mainstream and give the disadvan-
taged in society equal access to prosperity and power. This should also apply to future 
generations whose interests are being ignored. They face the consequences of the risks 
being taken today and will have considerably reduced environmental resources at their 
disposal for building a sustainable future. The choice of research themes and methods, 
and the development of knowledge about the relationship between man and the envi-
ronment should be focused on securing the interests of future generations.  I am not 
advocating value-free knowledge or value-free research. On the contrary, I would argue 
for value-loaded research and value-loaded knowledge that takes the side of the poor.

The contributors to this volume explore the emerging agendas for development-
oriented research. What still needs to be done is to identify the priorities for research. 
To help focus the debate about these priorities, I would suggest the following ques-
tions for further consideration: Who decides about the allocation of scarce resources? 
Who decides whether there is progress? Who decides whether there is failure? Who 
decides about the distribution of costs and benefits in a process? Who innovates? For 
what purpose? And finally, in the choice of research subjects and research modalities, 
who calls the tune? 

Notes

1  Jan pronk was formerly Netherlands Minister for Development Cooperation, and is currently 

professor of the theory and practice of international development at ISS. This chapter is based on 

his presentation to the knowledge on the Move conference, ISS, The Hague, february 2008.
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Institute.
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