37
BT ERI I sE AR AT S Nob0 (20104:12H)
OCCASIONAL PAPERS No50 (December 2010)

The Enlightenment Dilemma

- A Lesson from History

CAMPBELL Ian

Kagoshima University Research Center for the Pacific Islands

1. Introduction

By ‘enlightenment dilemma’ I refer to the contrast in social theory between
‘idealism’ and ‘materialism’ In attempting to bring about change, an ‘idealist’
approach places the emphasis on the intellectual or affective dimensions, and thus
is applied through education or through ideological change. The ‘materialist’
approach is characterised by the transfer of technology without attempting deliberate
modification of ideology or other non-material culture. I associate this dilemma with
the ‘enlightenment’ movement in European history. It was characteristic of the
period that in wanting to break free of the constraints of superstition and pre-scientific
concepts, it made the distinction.

This has implications for the question of how rich nations can best help poor
nations. Should they do something practical, or provide training and leave the rest
to the poorer nation? For example, is it better to train an engineer, or build the road
yourself? Or is it better to give someone a sound liberal education, or train him to be
a plumber or carpenter? Which in the end will have the best results?

There is another conundrum: ‘helping’ in order to uplift and empower often
results in degradation and dependency. There is a loss of control over the process
which is contrary to the objectives of development.

The first requirement for any programme is to be clear about the objective
and the purpose and therefore whether an idealist or materialist method should
be engaged. Many well-meaning projects fail to achieve lasting benefits because
of misdiagnosis or confused objectives. It is not sufficient to have good intentions
if the basis of those intentions is not understood. Similarly, it is necessary to have
an accurate diagnosis of the situation that the programme is intended to benefit or
rectify.

Deliberate, directed change necessarily means working against culture.
Programmes initiated from outside, and many of those initiated from inside, are
intended to bring about changes. This means that they are working against culture,
and thereby incur resistance.

Is there a way of working with culture? Here are some historical precedents.

2. The London Missionary Society

The society was founded in 1796. Its objective was conversion of Pacific Islanders
to Christianity by the dual means of preaching and example - to both teach about and
demonstrate Christian life. It thus distinguished between and attempted to use both
1dealist and materialist tactics. It was understood that religion was part of a whole
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social system, and like Functionalists in early 20" century, they understood that it was
unrealistic to change part of a culture. Change one part and other parts necessarily
modify. The corollary of that is that they could not expect Christianity to take root
unless other adjustments were made. Hence, in the missionary expeditions, families
were included to show example of Christian family living; some were single men who
would probably marry island women, and establish indigenous Christian families; most
men were not priests but trades- and crafts-men who could bring new technology and
a new economic basis to society. The strategy was that neither idealist nor materialist
approaches alone could achieve the intended result.

However, this strategy did not succeed. Pacific islanders were much more
interested in the technology than the ideology. They wanted the first but resisted
the second. This was because they understood that the ideology would change their
culture, but they did not realise that the technological changes would also. Local
culture prevailed. In selecting for themselves what they wanted from the missionaries,
the Islanders retained control of the process, and adopted Christianity on their own
terms much later.

After about 20 years, the mission methods changed: missionaries henceforth
were specialists, ordained for religious work, married in order to avoid various moral
dangers, and they concentrated on religious and educational work. Technological
transfer was no longer part of their role, and in any case could be left to take care of
itself by the wider process of contact.

The lesson of this is that the value of an assistance project, however well planned,
is determined by the recipients on their own terms. It is probably futile to think that
society or culture can be deliberately changed by agents from outside according to a
design.

3. Applied Anthropology

After the First World War Australia became the Mandatory Power for the
former German territory of New Guinea. Advanced thinkers understood the need for
culture and government to be in harmony, but as with the missionaries, the ultimate
goal of government was to change local cultures, to modernise them and create
modern, independent states. Therefore it was necessary to work in a way that would
engage the cooperation of native peoples. Logically, the way to do that would be to
study the societies, cultures and psychology of the people and in this way come to
an understanding of how to bring about the necessary social changes without major
social disturbance. This strategy represented a swing to the Idealist position.

An official government anthropologist was appointed to work with officials.
The project involved a concurrent programme of anthropological research and
a programme of training administration staff in the theory and practice of social
anthropology and ethnology. It was successful in that it equipped government officials
to understand better what they were doing and better control the interaction that was
taking place between natives and foreigners. However, the outbreak of the Pacific war
brought the programme to an end. It was successful in making officials more aware of
the context and consequences of their activities, but the important changes in society
were brought about by the penetration of trade goods and by labour engagement.
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That is, despite a sound idealist design, materialist processes prevailed.

4. The South Pacific Commission

This was the most notable experiment in the early years after the Pacific War.
It was established in 1947 by the six colonial powers in order to better solve the
challenges of development. In some ways this built on the pre-war experiment with
applied anthropology, but it disjoined science from direct administration. Its role was
simply to carry out research in vital areas of social and natural science, and make
the findings available to member governments, to implement if and as they wished.
In other words, the SPC approach was not to touch culture, merely to make known
the materialist means through research. The SPC is considered successful because it
is still working today, over 60 years later, the oldest and probably most respected of
many regional organisations. Its success however is simply because it was dissociated
from practical considerations of policy formation and implementation. Its existence
expressed the view that research and social management were separate spheres of
activity. By not becoming involved in policy or implementation, its work never came
into direct conflict with culture. Island governments make their own decisions how to
use the research.

5. Some Lessons
1. Outsiders cannot control the process of change, or even influence it without
massive resources and extended, long-term commitment.
ii . Insiders will co-opt innovations for their own purposes, and often they will just
let them wither.
iii. Change takes place by both idealist and materialist methods, and it is necessary
to be clear about the difference. Materialism achieves more.

a. Education. It is more productive to provide educational opportunities to
individuals than to try to design educational systems. Educated men and
women will make their own decisions, so it is more helpful to educate
individuals and leave the rest to them, than to try to create a system
which if it succeeds will result in educated individuals who will then defeat
the donors’ purposes, and if it fails is a waste of effort and money.

b. Commerce. The exchange of commodities to mutual advantage effects
more social change, and more productive social change than any culture-
driven projects.

Therefore, history recommends:

1. When individuals are allowed to make decisions in their own interests, then as
the 18" Century economist Adam Smith observed, the whole of society benefits.
Philanthropists should give opportunities to individuals rather than try to create
systems or institutions.

ii. Engage in exchange. If materialist methods work best, can a commercial model
be applied to research and education? In wanting to promote research and
education, what are you selling, and what do you want to buy? A transactional
model might work better than the collaborative model where remote individuals
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are supposed somehow to be working together. This is also preferable to the
paternalistic donor / receiver model of modern aid projects.

Finally, I offer a comparison: how different would the modern history of Japan
be if in 19" century or earlier, foreign governments or institutes had said, ‘We
think that your technology is backward, your production methods unscientific
and your world view incapable of uncovering scientific truth. Let us build
colleges and factories for you and we will raise your standard of living. Instead,
the Western Powers simply said, ‘Let us trade with you. The subsequent
scientific and economic progress then occurred because individual Japanese
made their own decisions about how to take advantage of new opportunities
and use their resources. Does this provide us with a model for how we should
engage with the Pacific Islands?
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