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On Research and Action

The value of scientific research can, in many circumstances, be
enhanced if it is combined with real-world involvement and action.
This approach should be seen as an essential complement of, not a
substitute for, research of a more ‘detached’ kind.

JEAN DRrEZE

he worlds of research and action are
I far apart and the guif shows no sign
of namrowing. In this brief note I
would like to share a few thoughts on this
issue, based on my involvement with
action-oriented research in different parts
of India over the years.
[ have been particularly influenced by
a sustained association with Mazdoor
Kisan Shakti Sangathan (MKSS) in
Rajasthan and, more recently, with Akal
Sangharsh Samiti. The latter is an all:
Rajasthan network of about 50° grass roots
organisations that came together in late
2000 to defend the rights of drought-af-
fected peopie, especially the right to
employment. This campaign involved a
good deal of action-oriented (even ‘ac-
tion-based’ i research, focusing forinstance
on living ccnditions in drought-affected
areas. the government’s response to the
crisis, and corruption 1n relief works.
My associztion with this campaign was
an eye-opening experience in many ways.
I discovered. for instance, that my pains-
takingly-accumulated academic baggage
was not always as useful as [ had expected
in this venrure. After 13 years of research
on hunger 2nd famines. one is perhaps
entitied to r2e] like an "expert’ of sorts on
these marters. Yet I did not always find
myself better equipped ‘than others to
understand the practical issues that arose
in this situation. At times, I even felt
embarrassingly ignorant compared with
local people who had little formal educa-
tion but a sharp understanding of the real
world. Sorz of them were curious about
my collabcrziive work with Amartya Sen
(who had tecome a household name in
India after winning the Nobel Prize for
Economics). but when I tried to explain
10 them the main insights of this work,
they were rot exactly impressed. It is not
that they disagreed, but they just thought

that the basic message was fairly obvious.
This made me realise that social scien-

- tists are chiefly engaged in arguing with

each other about issues and theories that
often bear little relation to the real world.
It is in this foggy environment that com-
mon sense ideas have a cutting edge. Their
power, such as it is. springs not so much
from great originality or profundity as
from theirability to bring some basicclarity
in the confused world of academia. It is
no wonder that these common sense ideas
often fail to capture the 1mag1nanon of
people who are not exposed tb that con-
fusion in the first place. To 1llusuatc, an
article in defence of rauonahty (v:s-a-ws,
say, postmodem critiques) would fit welt
in a distinguished academic journal, but
it is of little use to people for whom
rational thinking is a self-evident neces-
sity — indeed a matter of survival.

The proliferation of fanciful theories
and artificial controversies in academia
arises partly from the fact that social
scientists thrive on this confusion (nothing
like an esoteric thesis to keep them busy
and set them apart from lesser mortals).!
It also reflects the frequent absence of a
‘reality check’ in the academic world. In
seminar halls in Delhi, or for that matter
in London or Harvard, one hears all kinds
of weird ideas that would never pass muster
in an Indian village. It is no wonder that
‘academic’ has become a bit of a synonym
for ‘irrelevant’ (as in ‘this point is purely
academic’).

My Rajasthan days also drew my atten-
tion to the deep inadequacies of main-
stream economics in making sense of the
world we live in. We do not even seem
to have the basic concepts required for
such an understanding. For instance, ‘ex-
ploitation’ does not belong to the standard
vocabulary of mainstream economics.? It
is quite possible to complete a PhD in a
leading economics department without
having heard about this notion. Yet ex-
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ploitation is a pervasive aspect of the life
experience of the underprivileged in In-
dia.Iamnotthinking hereof the specialised
Marxist notion of exploitation, which has
serious tlaws, rooted as it is in the labour
theory of value. I am thinking of how
people are routinely exploited in govern-
ment offices, at the work place, withim the
family. and elsewhere. Even commercial
advertisement appears to me to be a form
of exploitation, invisible in modem eco-
nomics. [ am very much in favour of a
revivaiof old-fashioned political economy,
of a kind that was an accepted part-of
mainstream economics right up to the
second world war, when the centre of
gravity of the profession shifted to the US.

On a more positive note. this experience
was aiso the occasion to discover the value
of simple but credible research for action

purposes. Many grass roots organisations
dabble in research of some sort (indeed
‘rescarch’ is really an everyday s Y,
but mot always very effectively: Singler
tooisﬁemndowsamplmg,
survey questionnaire or clear y A
givethis ‘barefootresearch’ a mnchsﬁaﬁ'wef
edge. For instance, Akal Sangharsh
Samiti’s basic surveys of living conditions
in drought-affected areas went a long way
in debunking official claims about the
scope of drought ralief programmes —
claims that were otherwise largely unchal-
lengea. Lateron. when the People’s Union
forCivil Liberties submitted a writ petition
onthe righttofcod’ to the Supreme Court
{demanding the immadiate utilisation of the
ceuntv's gigantic foed stocks for hunger
prevention). clementary action-oriented
research proved its power once again.

The kind of research that came into play
on th2se and other 0ccasions was not just
‘desk research’. It also involved close
interacuon with the people concerned, in
pardcuiar crought-affected people. One
of tha highlights of this process was the
montn-iong ‘Zhama’ staged by Akal
Sangharsh Samit in Jaipur in june-July
2001. 1o demand the extension of relief
vorks until the next harvest. This dharna
was an opportunity to hold many enlight-
ening ‘semunars’ and “workshops’ with
drougnt-aifected women and men from all
over Rajasthan. [ have learnt more from
these informal gatherings than from the
entire academic literature on famine pre-
vention in I[ndia.

ST




Thus. my point is not just that research
can help acton, but aiso that involvement
in action can enhance the quality of re-
search. This statement is bound to raise
some eyebrows. What about ‘objectivity’?
Is personai commitment to a cause com-
patible with an objective reading of the
facts? Is it not important to remove oneseif
{rom the situation in order to consider it in
an objective light? To this I would respond.
first of all. that inaction is not neutrality.
The university campus may look like a
neutral vantage point from which the world
can be anaiysed with due objectivity, but
:n fact it is well integrated with the struc-
wres of power. Economics departments,
especially, areclosely connected with busi-
ness schools, the world of finance, gov-
ernment ministries, the World Bank, the
military establishment, and so on. If it is
considered acceptable to conduct research
fromthatextraordinarily biased standpoint,
I do not see why it cannot be done in the
middle of 2 dharna. It seems better to take
a position and be explicit about it than to
pretend that we stand on neutral ground.

Commitment and Objectivity

Further, I am not convinced that per-
sonal commitment necessarily interferes
with an objective appraisal of the facts.
The latterrequires intellectual honesty, not
an abdication of all convictions. To illus-
wate, in the course of an earlier action-
oriented research project on primary edu-
cation. [ {and other members of the re-
‘carch team) noticed many unsuspected
cualities of informal private schools in

-urai India.” For instance. the leveis of

:2aching activity were undoubtedly much
~igher in private sciools than in govermn-
ment schoois. My personal opposition to
the commercialisation of schooling does
ot stand in the way of this recognirion.
{ndeed. "inconvenient’ facts make the issue
more interesting, not less. They prompt us
10 sharpen ourargumentas well as toretain
some open-mindedness.

A related clue on these matters comes
rom the notion of ‘positional objectivity’.
Briefly, zn observation is ‘positionally
objective’ if it is seen in the same way by
Jifferent persons in the same position,
~earing in mind that “what we can observe
depends cn our position vis-a-vis the
objects of observation”.* This notion rec-
onciles the possibility of objective enquiry
«vith the crucial recognition that observa-
:lons are often positon-dependent. The
worid certainiy does not look the same,
say, from the Delhi School of Economics
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and from the heat and dust of drought-
affected villages. Objective enquiry can be
conducted from both “positions’, but the
results are likely to be quite different.
An illustration may help. Campaigning
activities in Rajasthan gave me pienty of
opportunities to observe the deep hostility
of the government bureaucracy towards
the poor. There are. of course. sympathetic
and dedicated individuals at all levels of
the bureaucracy. But the overall mindset
in these circles strikes me as extremely
anti-poor. One manifestation of this is the
pervasive tendency to blame the victims
for their own predicament. Poor people are
blamed for being lazy, for not sending their
children to school, for squandering their
money on drink, and so on. In the context
of drought relief, they were constantly
accused (against all evidence) of being
unwiiling to take up employment on refief
works. Now, this hostility appears 10 me
to be an objective feature of the work
culture in government offices. But this
feature would not be easy to perceive from
academic armchairs. In fact, a Delhi-based
researcher poring over official documents
and conference reports could be excused
for getting the impression that the govern-
ment machinery is fully engaged in a well-
intentioned war on poverty. There is a

_grain of truth in that also, but it is very

important to go beyond it, and thatis where
locking at the situation from a different
‘position’ can be of great help.

Totake anotherexample, I wouid submit
that Indian democracy is apt to ook very
different from different perspecuves. in
international and historical erspectrve.
there are good reasons to admire the 1n-
tegrity and vitality of [ndia’s democrauc
institutions, evident :or instance in e
country’s impressive voter turnouts. highly
pluralistic pariiament. advanced provisions
for the political representation cf disad-
vantaged groups. strong Commitment to
secularism, and exceptionally vigorous
media. On the other hand, it is quiue
understar ‘ ble that Indian democracy has
often be - _alled a ‘sham’ or a “hollow
shell’ when viewed from the perspective
of theunderprivileged, who have exremely
limited opportunities to participate in these
democratic institutions and are 2t the re-
ceiving end of the power structure. The
point [ am making here 15 not just that a
normative assessment of Indian democ-
racyis likely tobe very different from these
contrasting standpoints. but aiso that

Jactual descriptions oritare likely todiffer.

without necessarily involving any serious
breach of objectivity.
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=aving said this. it remains true that
=20 [TOM @ given “position’ our reading
[ e facts is often coloured: by personal
victions. The answer to this is to en-
in open-minded debate with people
no nave different views, rather than to
abdicate our own convictions. Indeed,
‘dzbate’ can be seen as an integral part of
tn2 anterprise of research.’ Given our
individual biases and prejudices, the pur-
suie of knowledge has an m&scapable
coilective dimension.

The case for action-based research ap-
pears to me to be particularly strong if the
aim of research is to facilitate human
advancement and social change. In the
academic world, and particularly in devel-
opment studies, there is often a presump-
tion that this is the case. Most project -
proposals stress the importance of the(
proposed research for economic or social
advancement, and academic papers rou-
tineiy end with a section on ‘policy im-
plications’. In this perspective, however,
the government is almost always perceived
as the crucial agent of change, so that
‘better policies’ become the focus of atten-
tion. Rarely is there much acknowledge-
ment of the ability of people themselves
to bring about change, and of 1 thcpot’enhai
value of research in assisting that process.
Ifthe researcher addresses himseiforherself
to civil society rather than to the govern-
ment, research grounded in public action
(rather than in the world of policy advice)
is iikely to have special value.

u
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Compilementary, Not Substitutes

T2 avoid misunders
‘zmry that 1 ¢ em not making a case for
'g with mainstream scholarship or
demic rigour. Knowledge in the social
s¢ciances does advance over time, even
:hough quacks and chariatans command a
lot of influence at any given moment. The
reason for this is that real knowledge is
durable and cumuiative. whereas sophistry
and mumbo jumbo tend to seif-destruct in
due course.® There is. thus, a wealth of
insignts to gain from academic training
and scientific pursuit. My point is that the
value of scientific research can. in many
circumstances. oe enhanced even rurther
71 is combined with real-world involve-
mant and action. | see this appreach as an
2ssential compiement of. not a substitute
for. research of a more ‘detached’ kind.

The methodological requirements of
action-based research deserve further think-
ing. In many respects the standard research
methods would appiv, but there is also

tanding, I shouid(

~
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room for innovative principles such as the
virtue of simplicity, the value of personal
experience as a source of knowledge, and
the need to see "debate’ as part of the
research enterprise. The flourishing of
action-based research could also pave the
way for 2 heaithy ‘democratisation’ of
scientific research. In the social sciences
particuiariy, I see no need for research to
remain contined to the ivory tower of ac-
ademia. Indeed, wider public participation
could significandy enrich the entire process.
In this respect, once again, reséarch and
action belong to a common cause. T

Notes

1 am grateful t0 Ajay Mehta and Anuradha
Mabharishi for encouraging me to clarify my
:nougits on “research and action’. The quest for
larity continues.j

{ Premchang’s iines in “The Road to Salvation’
come to mind: ~It is a mystery why there is so
much hatred among the good as there is love
among the wicked. A scholar at the sight of
another scholar. a holy man at the sight of
another holy man. and a poet at the sight of
another poct tend to sizzie with animosity...But
if a thief sees a fellow thief in trouble. he aiways
extend ahelping hand. All men hate wickedness,
sothewicked always iove each other. The entire
world praises virtue, so the virmous are forever
squabbling with each other. What does a thief
gain by killing another thief? Contempt. What

doesa scholar gain by insuiting another scholar?
Fame™ [Premchana 1992:118}.
2 Eventhecomprenensive /mrernarional Glossary
on Poverry {Gordon and Spicker 1999], with
its hundreds of “:achnical terms used in
contemporary schoiariy research on poverty ',
does not mention exoioitation.
See The PROBE Tzam 11999), chapter 3.
Sen (1993), p 126: for related ideas. see aiso
Rapoport (1960, 2050).
On the method and ethics of “debate” as an
aspect of scientific research, see particularly
Rapoport (1960).
6 For an illuminating Giscussion of this point. see
Andreski (1972}
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‘Lemon Law’ of Indlan

Auto Users

Produc: iizoiliry laws have long repiaced the "buver beware ' laws

(N consumer transacrions in Most couniries.

Temon igw

More recently the

“Iving down the rights of consumers vhen they are

stuck with a “lemon’ or a bad deal have further sirengthened
consumer rights. But not so in India. The recentlv announced auto

policv is a case in point.

SuneeT Rso

) 2 Market for Lemons’ by George
AXeriol. won the Nobel Prize in
Economics in 2001, although the

h_\'pomm s was propounded as early as in
1966. T:o loswate it Akerlof analvses
ransacticns 1 used cars. Here. a seller
obviously nas more information than what
a prospective buyer has about the condi-
iion of the vehicle. The buyer naturaily
suspects that instead of a car s/he may get
a 'lemon’ — a car with some defect that
impairs its use, vaiue, or safety. In fact,

because of the asymmetric information in
markets, all consumers fear that thev may
cet stuck with a “iemon’, - something not
its worth, lacking requisite safety orof less
utility — whether it’s a used car. a faultv
apoliance or a less-than-adequate heaith

are insurance peiicy. Equally. buvers are
Akely toreveal less informationand seilers.
apprehensive. may charge more to cover
the risk. For instance. in the housing fi-
nance sector. borrowers have more infor-
mation about their capacity to repay, while
finance companies don’t. Therefore, fin-
ance companies may make the eligibility
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conaizons more stringent and thereby both
lose -zompanies some of the credit-worthy
and casirabie potential borrowers and the
lamer. satistactory loan facility. Asymmet-
ric information in markets may bring about
adverse etfects for all consumers, such as
lowenng of the quaiity of products (insur-
ance roiicies with inferior shield against
nsk:. &t also leads 1o unequal bargaining
powern markets. One side of the business
equanon — either the buyer or the seller
— has more information than the other
party. [n most cases. it is the selier who
has ore mformation. and thus has the
upper hand and the ability to skew the
outcome of the sale. Hence, the concept
of "l2mon’ - a bad deal due to lack of
adecnate information on the part of one
party to the deal — is of great significance
in ccasumer protection laws.

Lemon Law for Autos Abroad

Product liability laws have long back
replaced the 'buyer beware’ (caveat emp-
tor) iaw In consumer transactions in most
countries. Now, the ‘Lemon Law? fortifies
the general product liability laws; for
automobile transactions in- the US:.. The:
California Lemon Law, for instance, lays
- down rights of consumers when they-are
stuck with-a ‘lemon’ in their- vehicle-
purchases. When their vehicles are back 1o
thedealer’s shop multiple times while under
warranty and are not repaired afterareason-
able copporwnity. the California Lemon
Lzw oresumes that they are lemons.

“m 2rder tor this presumption to appiv.

. nz ¢erect musi o2 a condition likelv
10 Izuse cz2ath or serious bodily injury:
2z shouid subsianzially impair the use.
valuzorsatetvorhe venicle:(3)the vehicle
s =2en s2nt to the caaler for repairs two
or more umes during the first 18 months
or =500 miies. whichever comes first:
and {+) the defect has been directly notified
10 th2 manufacturer.

Sometimes. adefectis notlikelytocause
ceat or serious bodily injury, but substan-
izlly impairs the use. value or safety of
ihe venicle. In that case. the Lemon Law
sr2sumes the venicle to be a "lemon’. ir
thacealerhas atiemptad torepairthe defect
I3ur grmore times or the vehicle has been
7 service more than 30 days.

“When 2z veicie s presumed o be &
"lzmon’. ihe buver is entitled to a new
vahicie of her/his cheice or aretund. which
inciudes the following:

~ full purchase price including charges
for undercoating, transportation. and in-
swuailed options:
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