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This research addresses a significant inconsistency between the practical goals
and theoretical foundation of global development. Although development practice has
been revised to focus on the anthropological problems of human development and
poverty reduction rather than just economic development, the theory underpinning these
efforts has not been revised accordingly. Gaps between the intended and actual
outcomes of development programs demonstrate that the holistic, positivist theory that
guided previous decades of economic development provides an inadequate foundation
for addressing the anthropological problems at the center of the Millennium
Development framework. This research argues that more relational theory is needed to
scientifically understand the complexity of the problems of human development and to
formulate solutions that effectively and responsibly address these problems.
The dissertation proposes the encounters approach as a methodological
alternative for operationalizing the application of anthropological theory in local
development practice. The encounters approach, a practice-oriented relational
perspective, reconceptualizes development programs as platforms for cultural
interaction between practitioners and program recipients and ultimately recognizes the
14

active roles both practitioner and recipient culture play in determining the outcomes of
development programs. Applied anthropological research of the role of culture in three
state development programs in Yucatan, Mexico allowed for the investigation and
testing of the encounters approach as a methodology for systematizing cultural
considerations within the Millennium Development framework.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
This research addresses a significant inconsistency between the practical goals
and theoretical foundation of global development. Although development practice has
been revised to focus on the anthropological problems of human development and
poverty reduction rather than just economic development, the theory underpinning these
efforts has not been revised accordingly. Gaps between the intended and actual
outcomes of development programs demonstrate that the holistic, positivist theory that
guided previous decades of economic development provides an inadequate foundation
for addressing the anthropological problems at the center of the Millennium
Development framework. This research argues that more relational theory is needed to
scientifically understand the complexity of the problems of human development and to
formulate solutions that effectively and responsibly address these problems. The
encounters approach proposed in this research operationalizes the application of
anthropological theory, particularly a practice-oriented relational perspective, as it
promotes the reconceptualization of development programs as platforms for cultural
interaction between practitioners and recipients. This approach was investigated
through anthropological research of three development programs of the state
government of Yucatan, Mexico.
The topic of this research derived from an encounter. In fall 2010, Columbia
University assisted fourteen universities around the world in initiating their own Global
Master of Development Practice in a concerted effort to provide “graduate-level
students with the skills and knowledge required to better identify and address the global
challenges of sustainable development…” (Columbia University N.d.). The introductory
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course took place in a “global classroom” hosted by Columbia University in which
students from all fourteen universities met online through a live video forum. Each
week’s lesson was introduced by John McArthur or Jeffrey Sachs, two Columbia
professors who played a large role in engineering the Millennium Development Project
of the United Nations. The lesson continued with a video lecture by a development
practitioner and concluded with a question and answer session directed by McArthur.
During a lecture concerning the incorporation of gender in development practice,
a student from the University of Florida raised a question about the cultural concerns of
a particular development program. How do practitioners promote gender equality while
still respecting the specificities of local culture? The lecturer responded to the question
and, as was common, attention turned to McArthur who often provided a concluding
remark before turning to the next question. In a cascade of agitation uncharacteristic of
this otherwise collected professor and global practitioner, McArthur dismissed the
question, stating that culture is a distraction in development.
The professor of the course at the University of Florida, herself an anthropologist
and practitioner of sustainable development, fumed at McArthur’s dismissal of culture in
this development discussion. Many students in the class sat silently in shock or
confusion, or both. Minds reeled to the first day of class when our professor had drawn
a large forward-slash on the board and engaged us in a lecture about the single
greatest weakness in development theory. That forward slash represented a number of
outdated assumptions based in social evolutionistic thinking. Among those are that
progress is cross-culturally homogenous, inherent and unidirectional, always leading
upward toward “modern” industrialization and capitalism. For over fifty years,
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development had been defined as economic development, but this introductory course
in sustainable development practice would prepare us to understand newer
development objectives like those of the Millennium Development Project that focused
on poverty-reduction and real human development. Then, in front of fourteen
universities around the world, one of the engineers of the Millennium Development
Project dismissed culture as a distraction to development.
What is remarkable about McArthur’s comment is not that he was unwilling to
discuss the role of culture in development, but that he was unable. This thesis
elucidates that global development theory lacks a consistent definition or concept of
culture on which to operationalize development practice from the global to the local
level. McArthur’s comment was not incorrect; culture has been treated as a distraction
in development because we are yet to understand the role of culture in development
programs. However, this research demonstrates that this problem is neither inherent nor
static as it recognizes development as a dynamic institution that is not only capable of
improving through an infusion of anthropological science, but is also interested in its
possibilities.
Research Problem, Purpose and Hypothesis
The problem identified in this research is the mismatch between the humancentered goals of contemporary global development and the social theory that
underpins the achievement of those goals. After a fifty year commitment to economic
growth, the United Nations pioneered a shift away from a purely economic focus toward
the more human-centered approaches of poverty reduction and human development
(Fukuda-Parr 2004). The Millennium Development Project presents an updated
framework that redefines development as the coordinated improvement of the
18

conditions associated with survival, equality and stability. Economic growth is no longer
a goal in and of itself, but is understood as an end result of poverty reduction and
human development (Fukuda-Parr 2004; UNDP 2003).
The problem identified in this research is embedded in this recent shift in the
focus of global development. While the framework for global development was revised
to place the quality of human life at the center of development practice, less attention
was given to revising the theoretical tenets of the broader institution of development. As
a result, the human-centered goals of the Millennium Development Project are
underpinned with many of the same theoretical tenets, concepts and assumptions that
derived from and justified the economic framework of the twentieth century. A holistic
and specifically positivist framework of development theory reflects the belief that
complex social phenomena like human development can and should be understood
through macro-level examination (Guba 1990; Ritzer and Gindoff 1992). This contrasts
with contemporary social theory, especially anthropological theory, that has long since
shifted away from holistic approaches in favor of relational ones (Emirbayer 1997;
House 1977; Ortner 1984; Ritzer and Gindoff 1992). Such contemporary approaches
examine the relationships between and among the whole and its various parts to
understand the full complexity of social phenomena (Gardner 2004; Ritzer and Gindoff
1992). While holistic theory may have provided an appropriate foundation for
development’s past focus on economic growth, advances in social theory hold that it is
neither an appropriate nor adequate foundation for the human-centered goals of the
Millennium Development Project.
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Although many issues arise from this mismatch in the human-centered goals and
holistic theory of development, this research focuses on the theoretical and practical
problems associated with one significant casualty: culture. This complex and
traditionally qualitative anthropological concept has never been welcome in the positivist
theoretical framework of global development. For decades practitioners believed that
development and the global economy were cultureless institutions that could be
understood and manipulated in a scientific vacuum (Sen 2000). The Millennium
Development Project responded to the failures of the previous framework by
recognizing the need to incorporate humans and their diverse anthropological problems
into the equation. Although this practical response pointed to the need to incorporate
cultural considerations into development, the maintenance of a holistic, positivist
framework failed to follow through in a methodological sense. The global development
literature evidences that culture concepts are avoided wherever possible while
McArthur’s dismissal of culture as a distraction in development suggests that little is
being done or will be done to address the elephant in the room (personal
correspondence, November 2010; Sachs 2005).
As a result of practitioners’ reluctance to deal with the perceived complexities of
culture, the theoretical framework of development lacks a systematic concept of culture.
At times, culture has forced its way into the literature, particularly in areas such as
gender equality and technology that are notoriously resistant to development efforts
(Crewe and Harrison 2002; Sachs 2005b). In these few areas where culture has been
identified as a factor influencing the success of programs, it, like all other complex social
phenomena, has been subject to the methodological holism of development theory
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(Ritzer and Gindoff 1992). Culture is often interpreted as an inert, unchanging structure
deriving from the past (i.e. heritage and ethnicity) that dictates the behaviors and beliefs
of humans. The lack of systemization becomes evident in the haphazard application of
the concept – culture only applies to certain populations, namely those of the
developing world and those who show resistance in adopting the ideas and materials of
development (Crewe and Harrison 2002). The unsystematic and partial treatments of
culture from within a holistic interpretation allow for culture to be incorporated into
development practice when necessary without cluttering development science with
qualitative “distractions.” In doing so, global development sacrifices scientific accuracy
in favor of simplicity and the maintenance of an outdated theoretical framework.
The problematic mismatch between the human-centered goals and holistic
theory of global development are evidenced through the difficulties development
practitioners face while implementing projects and programs. Yucatecan development
practitioners expressed a common concern when they agreed to host this research;
despite significant efforts to provide programs that meet the needs of the state’s poor,
marginalized and vulnerable populations, program outcomes often reflect gaps between
anticipated and actual results. To Yucatecan practitioners, these gaps represent
inefficiencies in providing quality services to the state’s diverse population. This concern
has been echoed around the world as the lagging results of the Millennium
Development Goals trouble practitioners and renew public doubt about the efficacy of
global development (Sachs and McArthur 2005; Satterthwaite 2003; UN General
Assembly 2010). These disappointments of a new framework follow several decades of
concern over the hegemonic goals and practice of global development that often

21

reconfigure local lifeways and leave hopeful recipient countries and populations with a
dangerous dependency on the materials of development (Crewe and Harrison 2002;
Escobar 1995; Maren 1997; Warman 1976).
This research hypothesizes that ubiquitous gaps in the anticipated and actual
results of contemporary development programs directly relate to the maintenance of
holistic theory in the human-centered framework of the Millennium Development
Project. More specifically, the maintenance of a holistic theoretical perspective disallows
a scientific understanding of the complex role culture plays in the outcomes of
Millennium Development programs, allowing it to remain an elusive and confounding
concept in the development context. An examination of the role of culture in the design,
implementation and outcomes of three development programs of the state government
of Yucatan provides data to support this hypothesis. This research suggests that an
alternative approach is needed to understand the full complexity of the problems of
human development and to formulate solutions that effectively and responsibly address
these problems.
The purpose of this research is to present and test the encounters approach as
an appropriate theoretical and methodological alternative that fits within the practical
framework of the Millennium Development Project. The encounters approach steps
away from the holistic perspective of development programs as institutionalized
mechanisms for the top-down transfer of benefits from development agencies to
program recipients. Instead, it embodies a practice-oriented relational perspective of
programs as cultural encounters through which the relationships among the actors and
structures of development are practiced, manipulated, modified and reified (Bourdieu
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1977; Giddens 1984; Ritzer and Gindoff 1992). Both practitioners and program
recipients are recognized as development actors and cultural agents who participate
equally in the negotiation of program outcomes (Giddens 1984). Anthropological
analysis of actual encounters examines programs for what they are – places of
interaction between various cultural agents – rather than what they are designed to be
and, in so doing, systematically captures the scientific complexity of the role of human
culture in development. Gaps in unanticipated and actual results are not interpreted as
failures or shortcomings, but as scientific data that inform the improvement of future
development programs. This research presents the encounters approach as a method
for operationalizing the application of contemporary anthropological theory in
development while at the same time testing its utility and appropriateness through
application in local-level development efforts in Yucatan, Mexico.
Breaking from the critical discourse trend in anthropology and development, this
research examines best practices and conceptual alternatives as it seeks to improve
development efforts within the existing framework. It argues that the weaknesses of
development are not inherent, but are today the consequence of pursuing humancentered development strategies without factoring human culture into the equation. The
time is ripe for such enquiry. The United Nations’ Millennium Development Project
embodies a key shift in practice while a new emphasis on higher-level education in
development theory and practice reflects a willingness on the part of development
institutions and leaders to explore new ideas (Columbia University N.d.; Fukuda-Parr
2004). As our practices and policies continue to change, it is essential to continually
reconsider and update the concepts and assumptions that underpin development
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theory. This research emphasizes and demonstrates the ability of anthropological
science to improve the efforts of an institution centered on changing human lives.
Research Objectives
This research is guided by four interlocking theoretical and practical objectives.
First, the study seeks to determine how culture is interpreted and treated in the
Millennium Development framework. This objective is undertaken through a
comparative examination of the theoretical and practical frameworks of global, national
and local development. In a theoretical sense, this examination determines how culture
is conceptualized by policymakers and practitioners at each level. It then connects this
theoretical conceptualization with how culture is treated in global and national policy and
how it is actually practiced at the local level.
Second, the study seeks to establish the encounters approach as an alternative
theoretical perspective to guide practices within the Millennium Development
framework. This objective is addressed through a presentation of the encounters
approach as a method for operationalizing the application of contemporary
anthropological theory in development. It embodies a practice-oriented, relational
perspective that allows for the systematic consideration of the role of culture in
development processes. Unlike the current holistic theoretical framework of
development, the encounters approach recognizes culture as a scientific concept that
can be understood and operationalized despite its qualitative complexity. The objective
is further addressed as the research begins testing the utility and appropriateness of the
encounters approach in local level development. Appropriateness is ultimately
determined by practitioners’ ability to understand and begin implementing the approach
without training in anthropological theory and methods. Of course, concerns of the
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appropriateness of the approach relate directly to the likelihood of this concept being
utilized within the existing development framework at the local level and beyond.
Third, the study aims to utilize this approach to determine the role of culture in
three development programs in Yucatan, Mexico. Both practitioner and recipient culture
are of interest to this study as the encounters approach emphasizes that members of
both groups are cultural agents that actively participate in the negotiation of program
outcomes. The explicit study of the role of practitioner culture in development stands in
contrast to the global development literature, which tends to locate culture only within
the realm of program recipients (Crewe and Harrison 2002). Further, this research
examines three general stages of development programs including design,
implementation and outcomes. These stages are not theoretical but practical, as they
derive from the differing encounters that occur throughout the life of a development
program. This objective is addressed using the encounters approach, which aims to
determine how practitioner and recipient culture influence the anticipated and actual
outcomes at each stage of development programs. The research ultimately examines
each program to identify the gaps in anticipated and actual results and to determine
whether practitioner and/or recipient culture played a role in these gaps. To promote a
fuller and more balanced understanding of the role of culture in program outcomes, this
examination of anticipated and actual results also includes unanticipated results and
those anticipated results that were achieved.
The final objective of this research is to utilize its data and conclusions to
elaborate recommendations and tools that will aid practitioners in improving
development planning and practice through the incorporation of anthropological
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science. This objective focuses on development practice, specifically, as it aims to
demonstrate practical ways of incorporating the encounters approach into development
practice. The dissertation itself serves as an example of the application of many of
these tools, but the aim is to make their application explicit in relation to the daily tasks
of practitioners. This very practical objective focuses specifically on the improvement of
the methods and programs of the development community of the state government of
Yucatan, which hosted this research out of its own interest in incorporating
anthropological science toward the improvement of their programs. Yet, because the
research connects local level development to broader global theory and practice, these
practical conclusions may also be generalizable beyond Yucatan.
Research Design
Data collection and analysis were organized to address each of these four
interlocking goals. Data were collected during a year of anthropological fieldwork on
three development programs in Yucatan, Mexico. The data collected from this fieldwork
included formal and informal interviews with practitioners and program recipients, field
notes on participant-observation in each program and in various offices and agencies of
the state government, documents and reports concerning various public programs and
field notes taken throughout long-term cultural immersion in Yucatan. The data were
analyzed during the fieldwork period and throughout the course of writing the
dissertation. This section first reviews some conceptual bases in order to situate the
research within the field of applied anthropology. It then describes the temporal, spatial
and social context in which the data were collected and reviews how the fieldwork was
structured in order to collect data that effectively addressed each of the four research
objectives. Finally, it reviews the specific techniques that were used to collect and
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analyze the data. The methodologies that guided data collection and analysis are the
subject of Chapter 2.
Conceptual Bases
This research is a study of applied anthropology and therefore should be situated
in relation to the anthropological concept of culture and the previous work of applied
anthropologists. First, this research takes on the difficult task of identifying a concept of
culture that is both useful and appropriate to the development context. This is an
important mission, as the term “culture” is frequently used among practitioners in local
contexts such as Yucatan, Mexico, but the unsystematic and impartial concepts evoked
by the term demonstrate practitioners’ theoretical confusion. To scholars of
anthropology, this concept confusion comes as no surprise. As early as 1952, Kroeber
and Kluckhohn’s now famous study had identified 156 definitions of culture and six
decades of continued inquiry and scholarship have only complexified this conceptual
landscape. Chapter 2 identifies a practice-oriented concept and model of culture that is
both useful in and appropriate to local level development efforts. Although a complete
review of the concept of culture is beyond the scope of this dissertation, some basic
conceptual comparisons can be generalized to elucidate the particular practice-oriented
concept of culture used in this research.
Prior to the entry of a practice-oriented approach, two theoretical trends
dominated anthropological scholarship. On one end of the spectrum were the holistic
trends (namely functionalism and structuralism but also cultural ecology), which
emphasize an “imperialism of the external world over the individual” (Giddens 1984:2;
Ritzer and Gindoff 1992). These holistic theoretical perspectives tended to
conceptualize culture in terms of external rules and structures that guide human
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behavior. In this way, humans do not act out of free will but merely follow a set of
natural, objective guidelines of the world around them. From a structure-oriented
perspective, for instance, social structures in the world around an individual are at the
center of investigation (Gardner 2004). Perhaps the most common example of a
structuralist perspective is Levi-Strauss’ (1969) idea that society is naturally structured
in opposites – man/woman, light/dark, raw/cooked. From this perspective, a researcher
might investigate Yucatan’s regional identity in terms of how the cognitive categorization
of the population into mestizos and indigenous people structure the behaviors and
beliefs of Yucatecans.
On the other end of the spectrum were the individualist approaches, commonly
referred to as hermeneutic approaches in anthropology, which hold that culture and
other complex social phenomenon are best understood through micro-level examination
of individual perspectives (Gardner 2004; Giddens 1984; Ortner 1984; Ritzer and
Gindoff 1992). In a reaction to the constraint on free will posed by structuralism
specifically, individualist approaches intentionally work from the opposite direction,
preferring the “imperialism of the individual over the external world” (Giddens 1984:2).
These individualist approaches thus generally conceptualize culture in terms of
individual perspectives and worldviews. For Geertz (1973), one of the key proponents of
symbolic anthropology, culture is located within a person in his or her system of
meaning, beliefs and values rather than in the external world of structures (Ortner
1984). For example, a symbolic anthropologist would not be interested in the production
of Yucatan’s identity by the state government through such mechanisms as the state
flag, citizenship or the State Development Plan. Rather, that researcher would examine
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the particular expressions, symbols, values and meanings of Yucatecan identity as
understood by individual Yucatecans. Yucatecan identity may mean something very
different to an immigrant than to a politician even though both are citizens of the state.
To a symbolic or hermeneutic anthropologist, those myriad personal perspectives are
the fabric of culture.
Mutual criticism between the individualist and holistic perspectives signaled to
social scientists that both culture concepts represented extremes – objectivity versus
subjectivity, constraint versus free will and society versus individual (Emirbayer 1997;
Ortner 1984; Popkewitz 1990). Relationist perspectives like the practice-oriented
approach grew out of the expansive middle ground between these two extremes.
Rather than focusing exclusively on the whole or the parts like holism or individualism,
respectively, relationism examines the relationships between and among the whole and
its various parts (Emirbayer 1997; Ritzer and Gindoff 1992). Likewise, analysis of social
phenomena is not conducted exclusively at the macro-level or micro-level but is multiscalar as it examines the connections and disconnections between and among the
various elements that make up a total system (Gardner 2004). Such multi-scalar
analysis of relationships avoids a top-down or bottom-up view to systematically capture
the full complexity of social phenomena like human behavior (Ortner 1984; Popkewitz
1990; Ritzer and Gindoff 1992).
Chapter 2 presents an operational definition of culture as practices and
conceptualizes cultural practices as the manifestations of the relationship between
structures, on one hand, and the free will of humans on the other hand. From a practiceoriented perspective, culture is geographically unbounded and diachronic as it connects
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past and present actions to the construction of a framework for encountering
unforeseen circumstances in the future (Bourdieu 1977). A practice-oriented definition
and concept of culture is appropriate in the context of Mexico, a country made up of
heterogeneous histories and a cultural panorama so diverse and mobile that it
transcends political lines drawn around states or municipalities (Gamio 2010[1916]).
The definition of culture as practices encourages onlookers, be they researchers or
practitioners, to examine the empirical as a pathway to understanding the implied. From
a practice-oriented perspective, Yucatecan identity is illustrated through practice.
Yucatecan culture is what Yucatecans do precisely because action reflects humans’
understanding of who they are in relation to the world around them. This dissertation
explores both development culture and Yucatecan culture as unique, overlapping
systems of practices, multi-scalar structures and agency that reflect the past, present
and future of an institution and a state. However, the operational definition of culture
provided in Chapter 2 can be applied in any local development context, allowing this
research to promote the systematic consideration and incorporation of culture in
development contexts around the world.
Second, this research can be situated in relation to the literature of applied
anthropology. The field of applied anthropology grew out of anthropologists’ desire to
engage their understanding of human organization toward the resolution of “real-world”
problems that exist beyond the walls of academia (Chambers 1985; Ervin 2005;
McDonald 2002). While applied anthropologists certainly participate in the creation of
theory and therefore the reification of the broader discipline of anthropology, their
primary professional interests lie in the realm of practice in which research problems
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originate from real-world situations, policies and programs that need improvement. Ervin
(2005) concludes that policy analysis and the formation of policy prescriptions are the
bread and butter of applied anthropologists, who are well equipped to examine the
practical problems of communities from various angles and with a particular empathy
that derives from cultural immersion. Their work often focuses on improving program
efficacy through systematic needs assessment, program evaluation and social impact
assessment that can be conducted before, during or after program implementation. The
following description of the research design evidences the role of each of these
methodological foci in this study of development programs in Yucatan, Mexico.
The goals and design of this research can be situated within the broader history
and trends of applied anthropology. The inherent connection between anthropology and
development provides a basis for understanding the particular brand of applied
anthropology that characterizes this research. Ferguson (2005) points out that
development is an integral part of anthropology’s history, its “evil twin” borne of the
same focus on non-Western peoples in an international context. This historical
connection was formalized during the 1970s as the bust of the academic job market
sent many anthropologists into the worlds of policy and development (Chambers 1985).
This mass exodus to policy and program evaluation created a niche and a need for
anthropologists in global development agencies that has persisted into the twenty-first
century (Mosse and Lewis 2006).
Today there are generally three “schools” characterizing anthropologists’
contributions within the realm of international development. The first is the
“instrumental” school, which includes those applied anthropologists who work in global
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development agencies as researchers or fieldworkers (Mosse and Lewis 2006:2).
These applied anthropologists are generally recruited as experts on culture, particularly
that of developing people, and aim to improve on-the-ground success of development
projects and programs by helping to control for socio-cultural factors (Crewe and
Harrison 2002; Mosse 2005a; Mosse and Lewis 2006). Their theoretical contributions
help to reformat the development framework to adapt to changing public opinions
(Mosse 2005a; see Nolan 2002).
The encounters approach presented in this research draws from the instrumental
school as it proposes a theoretical alternative that fits within the current framework of
development. Instrumentalist scholars like Nolan (2002) have already advocated for the
introduction of relational development theory and interactive engagement in
development practice. The encounters approach follows this trend, going to work at the
local level by instilling development practice with a relational rather than a holistic
perspective. The encounters approach functions as an instrumentalist contribution as it
works within the current positivist paradigm of development and guides practitioners in
thinking anthropologically while still upholding their responsibilities as development
experts. This will be discussed in more detail in Chapters 3, 4 and 5. This research is
further influenced by the example set by Mary Elmendorf (1972; 2000[1976]; 2004), an
instrumentalist anthropologist who conducted anthropological research on women and
change in Maya communities and later applied her anthropological knowledge to
conduct social impact assessments as the first anthropologist at the World Bank
(University of Florida 2006). Her success in global development emphasizes the

32

potential for applied anthropological concepts and methods to improve program efficacy
in diverse development contexts.
The second school of development anthropology is the “populist” school, which
generally includes applied anthropologists who work in the private-sector of
development from the global to the local level. Populist contributions, in contrast to
instrumental ones, are generally critical of the “extractive” approach of global
development and instead promote participatory approaches (Mosse and Lewis 2006:3;
Olivier de Sardan 2005:9). Olivier de Sardan (2005) further subdivides populism into
two forms. The first is ideological populism, which favors an overhaul of development to
prioritize indigenous knowledge over scientific knowledge. The terminology reflects
Olivier de Sardan’s criticism of these bottom-up approaches, which is not shared by all
scholars (Crewe and Harrison 2002). Ideological approaches, the most developed of
which is probably Participatory Rural Appraisal, facilitate participants in identifying their
own needs (Chambers 1997; Ervin 2005; Olivier de Sardan 2005; Crewe and Harrison
2002). Second, methodological populism seeks to incorporate indigenous knowledge
and perspectives as objectively as possible without romanticizing its possibilities. In this
way, populist contributions, be they ideological or methodological, advocate for a step
away from one extreme, holism, toward the other extreme, individualism, but do so to
different degrees.
The encounters approach draws from methodological populism in
operationalizing a step away from holistic needs assessments toward more relational
ones. By recognizing programs as sites for cultural negotiation between practitioners
and recipients, the encounters approach emphasizes interactivity and collaboration that
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allow recipients some space in voicing their needs. The encounters approach does not
venture into ideological territory, however, as it recognizes the need for and
permanence of a top-down structure of development, particularly in the context of public
development coordinated by state and national governments.
Finally, the third school is made up of deconstructivist critiques that focus on
development as a “discourse of power” (Crewe and Harrison 2002; Little 2000; Mosse
and Lewis 2006:4). In this view, development is a self-promoting mechanism through
which developed countries maintain their hegemonic and institutional dominance over
developing countries (see Escobar 1995; see Leys 1996; Mosse and Lewis 2006).
Unlike each of the first two schools of development anthropology, the deconstructivist
school does not fit within the realm of applied anthropology; deconstructivist
anthropologists are overwhelmingly employed in academic positions rather than within
private or public development institutions and largely reject the idea that putting
anthropologists in development can solve the obvious problems associated with the
standardizing, universalizing principles of development. Rather than suggesting
improvements to the framework of development, they generally argue for its demise as
a necessary and responsible end to the destruction of the developing world (Little
2000).
This research and the encounters approach represent a break from this trend of
critical discourse that is prominent in the current literature of anthropology and
development. Instead, it examines development as a meaningful cultural structure and
historic institution that should not be abandoned or overhauled, but modified through
systematic research and the identification of best practices. The encounters approach is
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thus influenced by the deconstructivist school only in a reactionary sense, as it
operationalizes the uniquely constructive qualities of anthropological science.
Context of the Study
Fieldwork for this research was conducted over the course of one year from
August 2011 to July 2012. This research was invited by one of several secretariats of
the state government of Yucatan, Mexico that guide development policy and design
corresponding programs1. The main focus of the Secretariat is “to design, coordinate,
drive and evaluate social and communitarian policy designed to combat poverty, grant
equal access and opportunities for development, promote the formation of human
capital and create better living conditions for the state’s inhabitants” (Yucatan
2007a:25). While the Secretariat’s responsibility of promoting equality places all of
Yucatan’s residents under its purview, projects and programs are mostly directed at
“vulnerable” groups whose special needs are commonly overlooked by society and/or
government. The term vulnerability will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 5, but
can be briefly summarized as dependence on another entity for survival. As such, the
Secretariat’s target populations include the state’s most vulnerable groups with special
priority to children, mothers, the elderly, migrants and differently abled people, as well
as municipalities with high marginalization (Yucatan 2007a:25). The term
marginalization will also be explored in more detail in Chapter 5, and can be
summarized here as populations whose geographic and social isolation combined with
low income lead to limited access to state resources such as health and education.
1

Practitioners who agreed to participate in this research advised that the name of the secretariat be
withheld from this dissertation out of respect for the broader image of the state government and other
secretariat employees who did not directly participate in this study. The secretariat that hosted this
research will be referred to as the Secretariat throughout the dissertation.
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Figure 1-1. The Secretariat is located in Merida, the capital city of Yucatan, Mexico
(CIA 1994; CIA 1997)
Within the Secretariat, there are seven offices, five of which oversee the
elaboration and implementation of social development programs and policy in Yucatan.
Among these are the office of Planning, which focuses primarily on coordinating
programs to promote employment; the office of Regional Development, which
coordinates agricultural and farming programs that improve output for the
commercialization of products; the office of Coordination, which elaborates sociocultural
and educational activities that promote awareness of government services; the office of
Organization, which foments civil society through programs that present opportunities
for and encourage community participation; and the office of Programs for Vulnerable
Groups, which coordinates events and programs aimed at meeting the needs of the
state’s most vulnerable populations in both urban and rural areas (Yucatan 2011;
Yucatan 2012). These five offices within the Secretariat directed more than 20
development and social assistance programs between 2007 and 2012. At least ten of
these programs recur on a yearly basis.
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The Secretariat, as a whole is directed by a Secretary who primarily functions as
a public figure representing the actions of the Secretariat. Each office is coordinated by
a single director whose primary responsibilities are to generate and attend events and
design programs in line with the objectives of the Secretariat and his or her particular
office. After the design/planning phase, the director generally delegates the actual
implementation of the event or program to a field director within his or her office. The
field director’s tertiary education prepares him or her to oversee and evaluate the
execution of the event or program toward the achievement of pre-set objectives. Field
directors generally manage a team of field practitioners who execute the daily
operations of programs and communicate directly with participants and potential
participants. Depending on the program, an outside expert may be contracted to
coordinate a specific technical aspect of a program.
This research was conducted during the final year of the governorship of Ivonne
Ortega Pacheco, who held office from 2007 to 2012. During Governor Ortega’s term,
two employment tracks were available, including contract and tenure. Most directors,
field directors and field practitioners were of the first track in that they were handselected by the governor to serve the state government during her five-year term. These
directors and practitioners were employed on six-month contracts that could be
terminated depending on the ebbs and flows of the state budget and the demonstrated
need of the programs on which they worked. For example, in 2011, the contracts of forty
Secretariat employees were not renewed due to budget constraints associated with the
economic crisis (Chan Caamal 2011). Some of these employees were re-hired within a
year’s time as the budget increased and need for their labor was demonstrated. The

37

second track includes those coveted few who are said to have base or tenure within the
government system. Unlike their contracted colleagues, their employment is guaranteed
across gubernatorial terms and can only be terminated in the event of poor
performance.
The time period in which this research was conducted was a year of economic
crisis, political turnover and unprecedented drug-related violence in Mexico. The effects
of the 2008 economic crisis in the United States were slow to hit Mexico and primarily
manifested in price hikes on quotidian goods. The Fund for Peace (2011) reports that,
although Mexico’s economic growth slowed in the wake of the crisis, the country is well
on the way to recovery. Perhaps the most obvious lingering effect during the research
period was the slightly higher than normal inflation, in which the Mexican Peso dropped
against the American Dollar from 11.73 in May 2011 to 14 in May 2012 (INEGI 2012b;
XE Currency Converter 2012). The volatile price of manufactured oil was a constant
source of public concern as much of Mexico’s public and commercial transport runs on
gasoline (INEGI 2012b). Higher transport costs are but one factor leading to fluctuations
in the price of Mexico’s Basic Needs Basket, which rose by 5.75 percent between May
2011 and May 2012 (El Universal y Nortimex 2012). These lingering effects of the crisis
are signaled in Yucatan by an increased price for public transport since 2010 and a
number of state programs that provide monthly food packets to vulnerable groups.
The fieldwork period marked an historical moment of political change for Mexico
and Yucatan. Mexico holds federal elections every six years with 2012 being an election
year. 2012 was also the first time in history that Yucatan joined five other states in
hosting their state and municipal elections at the same time as federal elections. Prior to
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the term of Governor Ortega, Yucatecan state, city and municipal elections were held
the year after the federal elections. Governor Ortega volunteered to serve a fiveinstead of a six-year term to align Yucatecan elections with those of the federal
government in 2012. As such, Yucatecans’ votes in the 2012 elections would replace
every elected official from the municipal to the federal level.
Tensions among the Revolutionary Institutional Party (PRI), National Action Party
(PAN) and the Party of the Democratic Revolution (PRD) ran high in the 2012
presidential race and saw significant echoes at the state level. The PAN had run the
presidency since 2000 when Mexico elected a party other than the PRI for the first time
in over 70 years (Haber 2006; Middlebrook 1986). The PRI’s growing international
reputation as a “soft dictatorship” was responsible for a shift in confidence. Even in
2012, prior to the election, citizens discussed whether a “return to the PRI” would be too
premature. Further, the 2006 election was turned upside down when PRD presidential
runner-up Manuel Obrador accused the PAN of rigging the elections. A recount of the
votes determined PAN’s Felipe Calderon the victor. Party tensions among the voting
public were high in 2012 as Obrador entered the 2012 election ready with the same
defense in the case of suspected fraud.
State level elections were no less tense. During the 2000-2012 PAN
presidencies, Yucatan only elected one PAN governor. All others, including Ivonne
Ortega Pacheco, maintained PRI control of Yucatan. With great proportions of the state
budget depending on federal funding, the practitioners of the Secretariat looked forward
to the 2012 election as an opportunity to realign the state and federal governments
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under the PRI. In July 2012, the hopes of Yucatecan practitioners were realized as the
PRI won the Mexican presidency and the governorship of Yucatan.
Not least of the issues that tipped the 2012 political elections was the drug
violence that engulfed the northern part of Mexico during the 2006-2012 presidency. By
2012, the situation had adversely affected the economy of Mexico, as much of the
manufacturing industry supported by foreign direct investment is located in the border
region (Baklanoff 2008; Gwynne 2004). Although Mexico’s unemployment rate has
remained low at four to six percent between 2010 and 2012, the employment profile is
shifting toward informal and self-employment in the face of massive formal job loss on
the border (INEGI 2012a; Villareal 2010). Bombings in some of Mexico’s main
commercial capitals and continual narcotrafficking-related deaths across the country
during the fieldwork period further roused international doubt about the security of the
country. Yucatan has suffered minimally, as few acts of violence related to
narcotrafficking have been reported and those that have occurred have resulted in
deaths of people directly connected with trafficking (Boffil Gómez 2008). The only
quotidian evidence of Yucatan’s raised defense against narcotrafficking are checkpoints on state highways that connect Merida with other major cities, particularly those
such as Cancun that have experienced significant violence. In just five years, Mexico
has climbed the list of failed states from 102 to 94 out of 177 (Messner 2011).
Despite the unique economic and political setting of this research, Yucatan was
selected as an appropriate field site for two main reasons. First, for nearly two decades
Mexico has been a major receiver but also a supporter of global development agencies,
their programs and policies. Mexico’s first brush with modern global development
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agencies was involuntary. In 1982, Mexico became the first Latin American country to
default on its foreign loans and enter into the International Monetary Fund’s severe
austerity programs and restructuring (Franko 1999). Mexico emerged from these dark
years, this lost decade, as a country committed to the global development model.
Today, the federal government of Mexico has embraced the top-down, objective based
approach of the Millennium Development Project and a significant presence of the UN
Development Program has ensured steady rates of development since 2000 (UNDP
2011c). Mexico is on track to achieve all but one of the eight Millennium Development
Goals by 2015, placing it among the world’s highest achievers (MDGMonitor 2007).
Because a large portion of Yucatan’s budget for development is provided by the
federal government, Mexico’s national development policy is largely mirrored at the
state level. A discussion of Mexico’s national policy as a filter through which global
development theory enters Yucatecan policy and practice is the subject of Chapters 3
and 4. Yucatan provides a favorable environment for the proliferation of development
programs as it ranks 16 out of 32 Mexican states in its level of poverty and second in
the percentage of its population that speaks indigenous languages (INEGI 2010).
Mexico’s long-term interest in development combined with Yucatan’s cultural wealth
provides an excellent setting for research concerning the role of culture in development
programs. Further, the alignment of Mexico’s development policy with that of global
development agencies promotes the usefulness of the research conclusions at the
global level.
The second motivation for basing this research in Yucatan relates to the
feasibility of the research project. My graduate advisor, Allan Burns, is a renowned
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scholar of Yucatecan anthropology with research interests in Maya studies, international
development, applied anthropology, migration and medical anthropology (Burns 1983;
Burns 1993; Burns 2001). He is a fluent speaker of Yucatec Mayan and has significant
experience applying his expertise in the context of Latin American public policy. Burns
introduced me to the field site by inviting me to serve as the graduate assistant to his
study abroad course on the peninsula. This experience put me in contact with the
Autonomous University of Yucatan (UADY), which became an affiliate of this research,
and provided me the opportunity to propose this research to the Secretariat.
Practitioners of the Secretariat expressed interest in hosting the research for its
potential to improve the state’s development programs through anthropological
perspectives while at the same time promoting inter-institutional collaboration with the
University of Florida and UADY, Yucatan’s premier research institute. The collaboration
of the Secretariat and the research affiliation with UADY not only promoted the
feasibility of the research, but also ensure the immediate and long-term application of
the research conclusions to Yucatan’s development efforts.
Project Design
Three programs were selected from a range of approximately ten possible
programs offered by the Secretariat during the fieldwork period and were selected to
provide an experiential view of each of three stages of development programs. These
three stages include data collection and planning, implementation and outcomes. Again,
these stages are not scientifically or theoretically distinct, but are demarcated by
differences in encounters that occurred throughout the life of programs in Yucatan.
The first, the Ecological Stove Program, was a stove replacement program that
originated in 2009 when the director of the office of Planning encountered one of
42

several federal programs that delivered prefabricated wood-burning stoves to families
that used the open flame of a three-stone hearth for cooking. The prefabricated stove
was designed to achieve the ecological goal of reducing the amount of wood needed to
cook food and also a health goal of reducing illnesses related to smoke exposure. The
director proposed a carbon-copy program within the Secretariat, resulting in the design
and delivery of a re-designed stove to 3,961 families in communities of high and
extremely high levels of marginalization. The state’s definition of marginalization meant
that recipients were poor and living in rural communities that lack adequate state
services such as education, health, etc. Also, the program’s goal to replace the use of a
culturally-embedded three-stone hearth meant that most recipients were of Maya
heritage and native speakers of Yucatec Mayan. This program provided an experiential
view of the long-term outcomes of a development program, including how recipients use
and understand the materials and ideas of the program but also how practitioners
interpret the results.
The second program, the Bakers Program, was a reoccurring labor training
program that occurs in two phases in the capital city. In the first phase, participants are
provided an intensive two- to three-month course in bread making. The second phase is
optional as it offers groups of graduates some financial and technical assistance in
establishing their own bakery. The goal of the program is to provide people of
vulnerable groups with the skills they need to integrate or reintegrate into Merida’s
productive workforce. While the program was originally designed to reintegrate people
recovering from alcohol and drug addiction into a productive lifestyle, the program had,
by 2011, incorporated other vulnerable groups who face discrimination or difficulty in
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finding formal employment, namely people affected by disability and self-supporting
women. This program provided an experiential view of program implementation and
short-term outcomes. The two-month training course took place between February and
April 2012. Two groups from the training course opted to participate in the second
phase of the program, but only one followed through with the legal pre-requisites
between April and July 2012.
Finally, the third program, RedCuidar (Safety Net), was a two-phase state
initiative to consolidate disability databases toward the improvement of life conditions for
disabled citizens. In the first phase of the program, practitioners conducted surveys and
worked with municipal and state agencies to collect and consolidate the many extant
databases on disability into a single state-wide database. The second phase of the
program utilized this consolidated information to elaborate a variety of short-term
programs that benefited disabled people through labor-training, financial assistance for
small businesses or provision of educational materials. A pilot version of the first phase
of the program took place in five municipalities throughout 2011. This study examined
the final six months of this pilot stage. Unfortunately, the program did not receive state
funding during budget meetings in January 2012 and was postponed indefinitely before
Phase Two began. Although the program was postponed before programs could be
implemented, the pilot stage of the program nonetheless provided an experiential view
of the planning stage of a program.
Research of these three programs involved two categories of research
participants that belonged to four particular groups. Of course, the two categories of
participants in this research are development practitioners and program recipients (also
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called respondents and participants, depending on the program). This pragmatic
division is appropriate in two ways. First, the two groups do not overlap in that there are
no program recipients that are also practitioners and there are no practitioners that are
also program recipients. Second, group boundaries are specified by non-cultural
factors. Employment by the Secretariat provides the only necessary parameter for
classification as a practitioner, while participation in the program provides the only
necessary parameter for classification as a recipient. The three programs selected for
this research were designed and implemented by two different offices and served three
non-overlapping populations. In this way, five groups participated in this research,
including 1) the practitioners of the Ecological Stove Program, 2) stove recipients, 3)
practitioners of the Bakers Program and RedCuidar, 4) participants of the Bakers
Program and 5) respondents of the RedCuidar disability survey.
Data Collection and Analysis Techniques
Field research took place over the course one year in three general stages that
overlapped in time and place. The first stage of this research pertained to establishing
an appropriate research design. Tape-recorded semi-structured interviews were
conducted with department directors within the Secretariat in order to understand the
variety of programs that were available for this research. One of the five directors who
coordinate programs could not be reached for an interview. However, the interviews that
were successfully conducted as well as informal conversations with other practitioners
provided a sufficient basis for selecting which programs would be studied. From these
semi-structured interviews, the three aforementioned programs were chosen and
subsequently approved by their respective program coordinators for this research.
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The second stage of the research examined each of the three programs toward
the fulfillment of the third objective of this research, which was to determine the role of
recipient and practitioner culture in the design, implementation and outcomes of
programs. Research for stage two initiated with an examination of practitioner culture
and the practices of practitioners in their administration of the three programs. Semistructured interviews were conducted with each program director in order to gather the
history and details of each program. Interviews elicited information about the origination
of the idea for the program, the planning process, program objectives and methods,
program implementation, anticipated outcomes, actual outcomes and reactions to them.
These interviews also included questions that elicited the practitioners’ working concept
of culture, understanding of what development is and how it works, and how culture
factors into development. The same interview was conducted with as many field
practitioners on each program as possible, though the degree of formality of the
interview depended upon the preferences of the interviewee.
Interviewing was coupled with long-term participant observation within each
program. In the case of RedCuidar, participant-observation included two months of
accompanying practitioners on daily surveying trips and participating in the coordination
of survey brigades and meetings with municipal agencies. Approximately five surveys
were recorded and transcribed, while approximately twenty more were observed.
Subsequent participant-observation of mundane office activities associated with the
program continued throughout the budget hearings until the program was postponed by
the state budget committee. In the case of the Bakers Program, participant-observation
involved daily observation of the two-month course in which participants were taught the
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skills of professional baking. Participation in all aspects of bread making was invited by
the bakers and professor of the course. Participant-observation of this program
continued into the second phase of the program and included observations of mundane
office activities but also the attendance of meetings between the participants and state,
municipal and city representatives who provided technical assistance or oversaw the
loan process. Continued participant-observation in the office during a subsequent round
of the Bakers Program in 2012 promoted an understanding of the administrative
practices associated with the program, all of which were documented extensively in
daily field notes. In the case of the Ecological Stove Program, the implementation of
which concluded in 2010, participant-observation consisted mainly of mundane office
activities but also the field practices of practitioners who provided transportation to and
guidance within the field. Extensive field notes were recorded during the participantobservation of each program. All interview transcripts and field notes were organized by
program using qualitative data analysis software called MaxQDA. Transcripts and field
notes were then text analyzed and photos and transcripts were coded in MaxQDA using
the analytic methods discussed in Chapters 2 and 3.
Given the variety of programs, different techniques were utilized to collect and
analyze data concerning recipient culture and the role of recipient culture in
development programs. The early termination of RedCuidar meant that no further data
were collected beyond that already discussed. The data collection and analysis of the
Ecological Stove Program were quite complex given the geographic spread of the
program. Practitioners in the state office recommended that I formulate my proposed list
of interview topics into a two-page survey, the answers to which could be quickly
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communicated and recorded on the standardized form. I followed this recommendation
despite my preferred method of semi-structured interviewing and was sent to the field
with a Secretariat employee who participated in stove delivery on the west side of the
state and speaks Mayan natively. After the first interview, my translator and I agreed
that the paper created a physical and conceptual barrier between the interviewer and
the interviewee that discouraged natural conversation and made the situation more
tense than necessary. The survey was quickly adapted to a cheat-sheet for taperecorded semi-structured interviews. The technique eventually evolved to my
conducting semi-structured interviews from memory while my translator jotted down the
answers and reminded me of any topics I had missed.
Over the course of three months, 81 interviews were conducted in 12 recipient
communities. Communities were selected for interviewing based on three factors,
including their location in the state, their location in relation to a major highway or city
over 1,000 people and the size of their recipient population. While all recipient
communities of the program were located in six municipalities in the southern half of the
state, they were spread across a wide east-west axis. Interviews were conducted in at
least one town in each municipality, as political and geographic boundaries often
influence the realm of daily practices. For example, Yucatan’s geography is known to
affect what plants can be grown and what animals can be raised, which significantly
determine the daily practices of agriculturalists and particularly subsistence
agriculturalists (Batllori, et al. 2000). Interviews were also conducted in communities at
various distances from a major highway or city of over 1000 people, which can
significantly influence daily practices by opening access to government services and
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capitalist markets. Interviews reflect a wide range of distances as they were conducted
in recipient communities ranging from one on the major highway to Cancun to one 25
kilometers from the nearest town of over 1000 people and 30 kilometers to the nearest
highway. Finally, communities were selected to represent a broad range in the size of
the recipient population. The smallest extreme was a population of one and the largest
was a population of 612.
The inconsistency in field assistants and translators deserves mention. The first
half of the recipient interviews were conducted in those communities within a two-hour
drive of Merida. Practitioners who had assisted me in gaining access to the state
program also offered transport to the field and assistance in locating the homes of
recipients. It quickly became clear that, while their assistance in the field was
necessary, it also had the potential to bias the response of the recipient for reasons that
will become apparent in Chapter 6. Further, the Secretariat employee who translated
during the first two days of interviewing had helped deliver stoves to the communities,
which could potentially bias his translation of my questions to recipients and of
recipients’ responses. Being much appreciative of the assistance received in gaining
access to these communities, I did not attempt to visit recipient communities in the
southwestern part of the state without being accompanied by Secretariat practitioners.
However, those communities located in the southeastern part of the state were too far
for Secretariat employees to travel. I thus had the opportunity to hire an unaffiliated field
assistant who served as a local guide, translator and survey assistant. This field
assistant also transcribed all 81 interviews with stove recipients, including those
translated by the Secretariat employee who accompanied me on interviews in the
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southwestern part of the state. To identify and address any biases in the Secretariat
employee’s translation, the unaffiliated field assistant translated the Mayan spoken in
the interview and noted this translation in the transcript. As such, the inconsistency of
field assistants and translators results from both social factors and physical constraints
of the research project, but was taken into account in the analysis of the data.
Approximately eight interviews were conducted in each recipient town, though
this number depended on how quickly the interviews reached a point of saturation.
Saturation occurs when continued interviewing yields little to no information that has not
already been elicited in other interviews (Glaser and Strauss 1967). Further, the method
of selecting interviewees varied per town depending upon the field assistant or field
practitioners’ familiarity with the community. In situations of less familiarity, interviewees
were usually selected from a list of recipients provided by the state. A passerby would
be asked the location of the first recipient on the list and, upon completing the interview,
another passerby would be asked the location of the second recipient on the list and so
on until saturation. The other main method of selecting interviewees was being guided
by one recipient to the families she2 knew that received a stove. In either case, only
those willing to participate would be interviewed, but very few people declined. In most
cases, photos of the recipients’ stove and kitchen were taken to capture the context in
which the stove was or was not being used. All 81 interviews were later transcribed and,
if necessary, translated. Using the same qualitative data analysis program, MaxQDA,

2

Our guide was always a woman both because most stoves were delivered to women, rather than men,
and because interviews were conducted during hours in which male family members were usually
working outside the home.
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these transcripts were text analyzed and photos and transcripts were coded from a
practice-oriented approach.
In contrast with the Ecological Stove Program, the Bakers Program was centrally
located and took place in a specific period of time, which simplified the methods and
techniques for collecting and analyzing data for participants of the Bakers Program. The
working conditions of this program as well as participants’ preferences for participation
in the study limited the possibility of conducting semi-structured interviews. Thus, rather
than record semi-structured interviews, research questions were embedded in less
formal conversations with participants. The contents and context of the conversation
were then detailed in daily field notes. Participant-observation was a key method for
understanding the process of implementation as well as the practices and perspectives
of participants. Finally, ethnographic photography allowed for the visual documentation
of research themes that arose through conversations and participant-observation. All
participants agreed to appear in these photos and were given a digital copy of the
album to remember their experiences in the program. Again using MaxQDA, all field
notes were text analyzed and photos and field notes were coded using the analytic
methods discussed in Chapters 2 and 3.
The third stage of the research included the analysis of development literature
from the global, national and local levels. This research fulfilled the first objective of the
research, which was to determine how culture is interpreted and treated in the
Millennium Development framework at the global, national and state levels. Given the
limitations on the scope of any research project, global development literature in this
research only includes that concerned with the Millennium Development Project. It
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therefore regretfully excludes the important work being done by international nongovernment organizations, bilateral agencies and regional organizations. This research
examines how the Millennium Development Project has shaped Mexican and
Yucatecan development policy, and also the reverse: how the practice of development
in Yucatan and Mexico can influence global development theory and practice. While
other streams of development have certainly influenced Mexico’s development policy
and practice (i.e. bilateral and private development initiatives), this research
understands programs of the United Nations not only as Mexico’s contemporary guiding
light but also as a funnel through which many otherwise independent development
efforts flow. Indeed, a key goal of the Millennium Development Project is to engage with
many other independent initiatives and funds to promote meaningful development at the
local level (UNDP 2003).
Literature at the global level included reports about the Millennium Development
Project published online by the UN (Sachs 2004; Sachs 2005a; Sachs 2005c; Sachs
and McArthur 2005). Jeffrey Sachs and John McArthur are recognized within the
development community as two key engineers and continued proponents of the
Millennium Development Project. Much of the Millennium Program’s literature was firstauthored by one of these two scholars and Sachs’ (2005b) book The End of Poverty
was also included in the analysis. Finally, David Collier’s (2007) book The Bottom Billion
was included. Although Collier has not played the same role as Sachs and McArthur in
the actual engineering of the Millennium Development Project, he is also a prominent
global development practitioner and his book provides recommendations toward the
improvement of the Millennium Development Project.
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Literature at the national level includes that concerning Mexican development
policy and initiatives. Because this is an expansive collection, only the literature
concerning national development in general and that concerning the federal Secretariat
of Social Development (SEDESOL) were included. Analysis of federal SEDESOL
literature provides the national equivalent of the Secretariat that participated in this
research. Likewise, literature at the local level includes Yucatecan development policy
and initiatives. Only literature concerning state development in general and that
concerning the Secretariat were analyzed in this research. Again, the necessarily limited
scope of this research regretfully excludes the work of numerous non-government,
humanitarian and private development organizations that operate in Mexico and extend
assistance to Yucatan.
Finally, the combined methods and techniques of all three stages of the research
were essential in achieving the fourth objective of this research, which was to elaborate
recommendations and tools to aid practitioners in improving development planning and
practice through the incorporation of anthropological science. The first and second
stages of this research provided a multi-scalar understanding of the current framework
of development with a thorough, hands-on understanding of how the framework both
influences and is influenced by practices at the local level. Further, the use of the
encounters approach in this research created a reflexive test-run for determining
whether this approach could be applied to the development context while also being
comprehensible to practitioners at the local level. These data and testing of the
encounters approach allowed for the formation of a set of recommendations and tools
for the improvement of programs that was both appropriate and tailored to the
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Yucatecan development context. A translated copy of this dissertation will be provided
to the Secretariat to promote the future understanding of this research and the
perpetuation of its conclusions toward the improvement of development in Yucatan and
beyond.
Organization of the Dissertation
Chapter 1 has provided a bird’s eye view of the research questions, objectives
and design that guided this research. Chapter 2 continues this organizational mission as
it describes the methodology used in data collection and analysis. Unlike techniques,
which are the specific instruments for collecting and analyzing data, the methodologies
discussed in Chapter 2 are founded in the relational theoretical perspective that guides
the whole of this dissertation. A practice-oriented approach founds an operational
concept of culture as recursive practices that both inform and are informed by the
interplay between agency and structure. The encounters approach is extrapolated from
a practice-oriented approach to identify encounters in development as essential
recursive practices and therefore the core of culture. Chapter 2 ultimately serves as a
transitional discussion, as it completes the bird’s eye view of this research while at the
same time introducing the practice-oriented, relational perspective that this dissertation
both reflects and embodies.
Chapter 3 introduces the paradigm framework as a systematic analytical
methodology for examining theoretical interpretations and practical treatments of culture
in development. The paradigm framework is used across Chapters 3, 4 and 5 to
structure a cross-comparison of global, national and local development frameworks.
Chapter 3 applies the paradigm framework at the global level to examine the
ontological, epistemological and methodological tenets of the Millennium Development
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framework, then connects these tenets with specific interpretations and treatments of
culture. Chapter 4 applies the same method at the national level to examine Mexico’s
federal development policy. Chapter 5 concludes the series through an examination of
Yucatan’s state development policy and practice. The global to local movement across
Chapters 3, 4 and 5 allows for an understanding of how development theory is
generated at the global level and filters down to the local level.
The global to local cross-comparison that concludes in Chapter 5 results in a
clear view of the total recursive system of Yucatecan development. Chapter 5 closes by
outlining the cultural practices of Yucatecan development administrators that inform and
are informed by the interaction between practitioners’ own agency and the state,
national and global structures in which they work. Chapter 6 then applies this
understanding of practitioner culture through an examination of three state development
programs. The encounters approach is used to identify the role of practitioner and
recipient culture in the design of RedCuidar, the implementation of the Bakers Program
and the outcomes and interpretation of the outcomes of the Ecological Stove Program.
Chapter 6 focuses on the actual encounters that took place in each of these programs
and analyzes how practitioners and recipients negotiated the success of each stage in
program completion. The anticipated and actual results are compared and gaps,
similarities and unanticipated outcomes are examined in relation to the cultural
negotiation between practitioners and recipients.
Chapter 7 concludes the dissertation by summarizing the research findings and
the major theoretical contributions of the study. Most importantly, the encounters
approach is assessed in terms of utility and appropriateness at the local level. The data
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and conclusions of this dissertation are used to elaborate a set of recommendations and
tools toward the improvement of Yucatecan development efforts.

56

CHAPTER 2
THE ENCOUNTERS APPROACH
The purpose of this chapter is two-fold. First, it continues the organizational
mission of Chapter 1 as it describes the methodologies that guided data collection and
analysis. The chapter first outlines the practice-oriented approach taken in this research
through a brief literature review. This approach ultimately informed the collection of
specific data during the fieldwork period, which was essential in narrowing down the
vast amount of data presented through long-term cultural immersion and daily
participant-observation. This review of the practice oriented literature lays a foundation
for outlining the encounters approach as a second analytical methodology used in this
research. The encounters approach, which derives from a practice-oriented perspective,
informed the collection of highly relational data during the fieldwork period. The
encounters approach will be applied in Chapter 6 as a methodology for analyzing the
practice-oriented data collected during the field period.
The second purpose of this chapter is to present the encounters approach as an
alternative theoretical perspective to guide practices within the Millennium Development
framework. This practice-oriented, relational approach stands in contrast to the holistic
framework that currently drives development practice from the global to the local level.
In accordance with the second objective of this research, this chapter establishes the
encounters approach in order to test its utility and appropriateness in the local
development context.
Practice-Oriented Field Methodology
The practice-oriented approach described in this section serves two interlocking
purposes. In a practical sense, this description identifies the practice-oriented
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methodology that was used to focus data collection during the fieldwork period. The
techniques of long-term cultural immersion and participant-observation bombard the
researcher with abundant and diverse data that must be sifted through and pared down
throughout the course of a research project. While all data is important in the real-time
contextualization of the research and researcher, a field methodology helps the
researcher to distinguish the core data that are directly engaged in answering the
research questions. A practice-oriented approach served that purpose in this research
as it was used to examine the role of culture in development programs and, more
specifically, in the outcomes at each stage of program completion. Given the complexity
of literature on practice-orientations, this section describes the specific practice-oriented
approach generated through constant comparison between the theoretical literature and
field observations.
Second, and in a related sense, the practice-oriented approach used in this
research provides an example of relational social theory that characterizes much
contemporary social science research (Emirbayer 1997; Gardner 2004; Ortner 1984).
Chapter 1 differentiated relational theory from holistic theory based on unit of analysis.
Relational approaches focus on multi-scalar examination of the relationships between
and among the system as a whole and its various parts, whereas holistic approaches
focus on macro-level examination of the system as a whole (Emirbayer 1997; Ritzer and
Gindoff 1992). The historical development of a practice-oriented approach illustrates
how contemporary social science research shifted away from holistic theoretical
perspectives in favor of relational theories that capture the fuller complexity of social
phenomena (Ortner 1984; Popkewitz 1990). As such, a practice-oriented approach to
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data collection guided field methods in collecting specifically relational and multi-scalar
data toward an understanding of the role of culture in development.
The Roots of a Relational Approach
Relational perspectives like the practice-oriented approach grew out of two
extreme theoretical approaches that previously dominated anthropological theory. On
one extreme were the holistic trends (namely functionalism and structuralism but also
cultural ecology and others), which emphasize an “imperialism of the external world
over the individual” (Giddens 1984:2; Ritzer and Gindoff 1992). From these holistic
theoretical perspectives, human behavior is dictated by factors in the world external to
human consciousness. Humans do not act out of free will but merely follow a set of
natural, objective guidelines of the world around them. From a structure-oriented
perspective, for instance, social structures in the world around an individual are at the
center of investigation, giving way to a holistic definition of culture as the structures that
guide human behavior (Gardner 2004).
On the other extreme were the individualist approaches, which hold that human
behavior and other complex social phenomena are best understood through micro-level
examination of individual perspectives (Gardner 2004; Giddens 1984; Ortner 1984;
Ritzer and Gindoff 1992). In a reaction to the constraint on free will posed by
structuralism specifically, individualist approaches intentionally work from the opposite
direction, preferring the “imperialism of the individual over the external world” (Giddens
1984:2). For individualists, culture is generally located within a person in his or her
system of meaning, beliefs, values, etc. rather than in the external world of structures
(Ortner 1984). For example, a symbolic anthropologist would not be interested in what a
national anthem is supposed to mean to its citizens (i.e. pride for one’s citizenship,
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unity, etc.), but in what it means to each individual. The anthem may mean something
very different to an immigrant than to a politician even though both are citizens of that
nation and, to a symbolic or hermeneutic anthropologist, those myriad personal
perspectives are the fabric of culture.
Mutual criticism between the individualist and holistic perspectives signaled to
social scientists that both represented extremes – objectivity versus subjectivity,
constraint versus free will and society versus individual (Emirbayer 1997; Ortner 1984;
Popkewitz 1990). Relational perspectives like the practice-oriented approach grew out
of the expansive middle ground between these two extremes. Rather than focusing
exclusively on the whole or the parts like holism or individualism, respectively,
relationism examines the relationships between and among the whole and its various
parts (Emirbayer 1997; Ritzer and Gindoff 1992). Likewise, analysis of social
phenomena is not conducted exclusively at the macro-level or micro-level but is multiscalar, as it examines the connections and disconnections between and among the
various elements that make up a total system (Gardner 2004). Such multi-scalar
analysis of relationships avoids a top-down or bottom-up view to systematically capture
the full complexity of social phenomena like human behavior (Ortner 1984; Popkewitz
1990; Ritzer and Gindoff 1992).
For practice-oriented scholars the whole is conceptualized in terms of structures,
loosely defined as the systems and principles of the outside world that guide human
behavior (Bourdieu 1977). Individuals are referred to as agents who are capable of
exercising and acting out their free will (Giddens 1984). A practice-oriented approach
draws these two basic elements from the previous theoretical debates, but differs in that
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neither structure nor agent triumphs over the other. Rather, holding true to a relational
perspective, structures (wholes) and agents (individuals) are interactive, and the focus
of a practice-oriented approach is this interaction.
Elements and Characteristics of a Practice-Oriented Approach
Practices: The word, interaction, necessitates the immediate discussion of
practices as the most important concept in a practice-oriented approach. Ortner
(1984:149) defines practices simply as “anything people do.” Beyond this operational
definition, however, a practice-oriented approach is unique in recognizing a fundamental
relationship between structures and agents, a relationship that is made possible only
through action on the part of agents. Without practices, humans are culturally inert and
structures never come to exist. Once structures come to exist through a history of
repetitive practices, continued practice is necessary in the maintenance of structures,
with maintenance referring to their perpetuation as well as their modification over time. If
practices were to stop, the structures associated with those practices would cease to
exist and people would become disassociated with that structure. In this way, practices
can be defined conceptually as necessary vehicles through which structures and agents
interact.
This research takes a practice-oriented approach to data collection by examining,
for example, the practices associated with planning a development program. In
Yucatan, programs are often planned exclusively by the director of a department with no
collaboration on the part of the target population of the program. It is significant that
program planning is conducted solely by practitioners and, further, by only one
practitioner. This practice of autocratic development planning encapsulates both the
relationship between the human empowered with free will and the external structures of
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his or her environment. Planning could just as easily be a collaborative effort on the part
of all practitioners in the department, but the director’s autocratic practices are guided
by the broader autocratic structure of development in Yucatan, which emphasizes topdown control of development by one opaque entity. At the same time, the director’s
enactment of this autocratic structure in the very office in which he or she works
indicates the director’s personal interest in maintaining his or her position of power over
field practitioners as well as the state’s position of power over the people. If practitioners
do not enact this structure, however, it ceases to exist and practitioners become
disassociated with the structure. This is not to suggest that a top-down structure should
or even could be abandoned, but rather is used here only as an illustration of the
primacy of practice both in a practice-oriented cultural model and practice-oriented
research.
Both definitions of practice are useful in a practice-oriented approach to data
collection. Ortner’s (1984:149) operational definition of practices as what people do
combined with the more conceptual definition of practices as the necessary vehicle
through which structures and agents interact creates a methodological definition in
which practices are the physical manifestations of the interactive relationship between
agents and structures. A practice-oriented approach examines practices as the
empirical evidence that makes possible and therefore encapsulates the relationship
between social structures and agents. Practice-orientation is not just an empty name,
but summarizes that practices are the necessary center of investigation. Without
practice, there are no data.
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Structures: This basic understanding of the definition and primacy of practice in
the practice-oriented approach has already drawn in the concepts of structure and
agency. Prior to the birth of practice-oriented approaches, structures were understood
as objective and inert social frameworks that dictate the actions and thoughts of the
people who live within them (Giddens 1984; Ritzer and Gindoff 1992). Bourdieu (1977)
founded a more relational definition of structures that engages them in an interactive
internal/external opposition. Of course, structures are located in the external world as
they are understood as frameworks that are shared by many people rather than existing
in the mind of just one person. Yet, Bourdieu emphasizes the engagement of these
external structures by agents who are capable of expressing their (internal) free will. He
concludes that structures are not entirely objective, as they emerge from human history
and are built of the repetitive practices in that history. Structures are therefore created
by agents and the way they come to exist is through the practices of agents. Unlike
holistic or individualist theories, Bourdieu’s (1977) Practice Theory recognizes the
essential, active interplay between structures and individuals.
Agency: Whereas Bourdieu provides a structure-oriented perspective of the
practice-oriented approach, Giddens comes out of the same middle ground with a more
agent-oriented perspective. Giddens (1984) defines agency as the capability of
intervening in the world external to the individual. In this way, agency empowers the
individual (the agent) to interact with the structures around him or her rather than simply
“follow their rules.” In a practice-oriented approach the term agent is specifically
employed to emphasize the human ability to exercise free will (e.g. creativity,
resistance, etc.) in making and enacting decisions. Agency is universal among humans
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(Gardner 2004). All humans have the capacity to act out of their own free will, meaning
that all humans are agents in a practice-oriented approach.
A practice-oriented understanding of the agent differs from that of individualist
theories in that it resists the conclusion that the free will of the agent is unfettered
(Ortner 1984). Rather, external factors in the world around an agent come to shape a
realm of possibilities from which the agent makes choices on how to act (Gardner 2004;
Giddens 1984). An agent is, likewise, unlikely to engage in practices out of his or her
realm of possibilities or beyond the structure familiar to him or her. Yet, given the free
will of humans recognized in a practice-oriented approach, agents are not absolutely
restricted by their structures; they have the ability, the agency, to intervene in these
structures.
The total recursive system: In defining agency as the capability of intervening
in the world external to the individual it is important to note that intervene in a practiceoriented approach does not carry the same meaning of purposeful change or
interruption that it carries in daily use of the term. Intervene in a practice-oriented
approach can also refer to a practice that upholds or perpetuates a structure. This
important distinction is captured in what Giddens (1984) terms the recursive character
of practices in a practice-oriented approach. Structures are created by agents and
Bourdieu (1977) concludes that structures in the present derive from repetitive past
actions on the part of individuals or groups. As agents continue to make choices and act
on those choices, they participate in the maintenance of these historical structures. A
continuation of the same practices leads to the perpetuation of the structure. A
perpetuation of the structure in turn perpetuates the realm of possibilities from which
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agents will base their practices in the future. Likewise, a change in practice leads to
modifications, or in extreme cases abandonment, of its corresponding structure.
Changes to structures correspond with changes in the realm of possibilities. Much like
structures are created through repetitive actions of individuals, so too do they continue
to be constructed through the repetitive actions of individuals. Structures are not inert
but, on the contrary, are in a constant state of becoming as individual actions continually
feed into the make-up of social structures and vice versa.
The recursive character of practices leads to the concept of temporality in a
practice-oriented approach. Temporality refers to the bracketing of the past, present and
future that occurs as a result of the total recursive interaction among practices,
structures and agency (Giddens 1984:36). Bourdieu concludes that the continuity of
structures provides a person with a framework for confronting a future of “unforeseen
and ever-changing situations” (1977:72). Essentially, practices, structures and agency
combine into a total project of continuity and perpetuity. Through participating in the
continuation and modification of past structures, an individual is first of all presented
with a set of time-tested tools for acting and reacting in the external world in the present.
That individual then participates through his or her own recursive practices in the
continual adaptation of these tools to new circumstances and stimuli that are presented
by the external world in the future. Past, present and future are thus bracketed through
a total recursive system of practice, structures and agency.
Hegemony and power: To conclude this section, the discussion turns to one
final note concerning hegemony in a practice-oriented approach. Ortner (1984)
suggests that the total recursive system of practice, structures and agency is defined by

65

power relations, specifically hegemonic power relations. This is to say that the total
system maintains and reproduces an innate structure in which one individual or group is
dominant over another (cf. Gardner 2004). Hegemonic power relations are of great
significance to this study of Western-led global development and state-led development
programs in a region with a long history of hegemonic invasion. However, this research
resists what appears to be a structuralist concept of hegemonic relations and instead
treats hegemony as just one of many structures, albeit an important one.
The Model and Concept of Culture in a Practice-Oriented Approach
Like many other contemporary schools of anthropological theory, practiceoriented approaches are not explicit about a model of culture or a single culture
concept. Indeed, anthropologists often avoid attempts at pinning down definitions of
culture to avoid the theoretical complications that inevitably derive from it and have, as a
result, largely abandoned use of the word in academic discussions. Chapters 3, 4 and 5
demonstrate that the global development literature has joined in this conceptual
avoidance for similar reasons, but that the word “culture” is dominant nomenclature in
national- and local-level development where cultural considerations cannot be so easily
avoided. Conceptual avoidance at the global level (and in the anthropological literature,
to some degree) ultimately forces local practitioners to use the word without knowing
what it means. This research goes against the grain in proposing an operational model
and concept of culture that allows practitioners to begin systematically factoring culture
into program planning and implementation while at the same time helping them to
understand how culture influences program results. The word “operational” is imbued
with the values of applied anthropology as it refers to the ability of a concept to be
applied, used and practiced in real world contexts beyond academic discussions
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(Chambers 1985; Ervin 2005; McDonald 2002). In order for practitioners to understand
the role of culture in development programs, it is necessary to make the term explicit
and operational in the development context.
Model of culture: A model of culture in general seeks to visualize the
organization of human behavior, with each theory resulting in its own model of culture.
The model of culture in a practice-oriented approach involves two elements: agents and
a “system” of social structures in which they live (Ortner 1984). Agents create structures
over time as a framework for informing the decisions one faces in life (Bourdieu 1977).
At the same time, structures influence humans by providing them a realm of possibilities
from which to make decisions (Giddens 1984). Human actions are the essential
mechanism through which humans and structures interact. That is, practices are the
outward expressions through which humans create and modify structures while they
are, at the same time, the actions that result from the structure’s provision of a realm of
possibilities. This relationship, pulled together through practice, continues over time,
adapting, renewing and sometimes disintegrating as new circumstances and stimuli
arise and humans are forced to act in response. It can be said then that a practiceoriented model of culture is this mutually influential relationship between humans and
structures, and that human behavior or practices are the essential mechanisms through
which this relationship is made possible and maintained over time.
Concept of culture: The operational concept of culture that derives from this
cultural model relates specifically to the practices that allow and mediate the
relationship between humans and structures. A practice-oriented approach holds that
neither humans nor structures have dominance over the other, but that they interact and
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mutually influence one another (Giddens 1984). While practices have been described
as the mechanism through which humans and structures interact, practices are equally
an artifact of that relationship as they are at the same time imbued with humans’ free
will and regulated by the structures in which they take place. Although oversimplified,
the culture concept can be understood as the relational process created as humans
interact with structures through practice. Because practice is also the empirical
manifestation of the interplay between humans and structures and encapsulates the
relationship of change that exists between them, practices serve as the onlooker’s
window into the relational process. As such, in a very operational way, culture is
practice, particularly those recursive practices through which agents are influenced by
and influence structures.
Characteristics of culture: With this operational definition of culture, the
discussion now examines some operational characteristics of culture that derive from
the model of culture in a practice-oriented approach. Most importantly, culture is not
static and synchronic but processual and diachronic. In this practice-oriented approach,
culture is recursive practice, as practice makes possible, mediates and therefore
encapsulates the relationship between agents and structures. The temporal bracketing
of a practice-oriented model of culture means that structures derive from repeated past
practices and are perpetuated or modified through practices in the present (Giddens
1984). This discussion has established that these practices are not random but relate to
the realm of possibilities laid out by the very structures that they inform. This constant
feeding of practices into structures and structures into practices means that culture is
always in a “state of becoming” that connects past, present and future (Bourdieu 1977).
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Because culture is constantly in a state of becoming, it is constantly in a process
of change. It is never static. It is the rate of “becoming” or culture change that is the
question as this depends upon the degree to which practices modify structures.
Practices that correspond and agree with the structure perpetuate it with minimal
modification, which is especially true in situations of cultural preservation. Yet, even the
consciousness associated with a goal of preservation changes practices, as the
meaning behind them and the reason for doing them (i.e. the agency of the practice)
changes. Here it is also important to recognize that, even in situations in which practices
correspond exactly with their related structures, external factors will inevitably interfere.
Yucatan’s own history provides one obvious example as the arrival of the Spanish
conquistadors was an external factor that changed the practices of Yucatan’s
indigenous people. Other examples of external factors may be changes in weather
conditions, media or the arrival of a development program, just to name a few. These
external factors require people, to differing degrees, to adapt their practices in order to
accommodate new circumstances.
The diachronic character of culture in a practice-oriented approach is of
significant importance in the development context. As will be discussed in Chapters 3, 4
and 5, both global and local development practitioners often gloss culture as tradition,
customs and ancestry in a way that connects recipients with their past without
recognizing what they do in the present. The diachronic character of the culture concept
allows a practice-oriented approach to examine tradition, customs and ancestry as
practices that play into cultural history and therefore simultaneously inform practices in
the present and future. Traditions, customs and ancestry are not understood as inert,
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immovable and static, but as changing, incorporative and dynamic as they continue
from past to present and ultimately inform practices in the future.
In the mode of differentiating the culture concept of a practice-oriented approach
from that of other approaches, it should be made clear that a practice-oriented approach
to culture is not bounded. In one sense, this means that a practice-oriented approach
looks at culture as a relational social phenomenon rather than “a culture,” which is often
used to refer to a group of people with shared practices or a specific way of life. This
unbounded characteristic of culture relates to the aforementioned points that structures
are multi-scalar and agents are endowed with free will. The scale of a structure depends
upon the size of the population that practices within it. In Yucatan, for example, disabled
people simultaneously operate within broad social structures of Yucatan through their
citizenship in the state, but also social structures of disability that are familiar only to
those affected by disability. This example illustrates that each person practices within a
number of structures on a daily basis and each person’s daily practices are influenced
by an even greater number of structures throughout their lives. Further, people sharing
practices that relate to a common structure need not be geographically centralized.
Diasporic communities commonly upkeep practices and structures of their mother land,
for instance. To speak of “a culture” or the boundaries of culture would be meaningless
precisely because of the infinite variation in life experience and the uniqueness of each
agent as a human being with free will. Because of these infinite possibilities, it is
impossible in a practice-oriented perspective to draw the boundaries of culture either
geographically or conceptually.
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In the same vein is one final characteristic of the practice-oriented culture
concept in this research, which is that everyone is a cultural actor. This is particularly
important in the development context in which literature at the global level and
practitioners at the local level speak only of recipients as cultural actors, neglecting that
practitioners, researchers, and everyone else on the administrative end of development
are also cultural actors. Practice was defined earlier in a very practical way as anything
people do. Therefore, any person who does something is practicing and participating in
the construction, modification or reification of structures, be they local or global, in a
total recursive system. Every person who acts is thus a cultural actor, including
recipients, practitioners and all others who “do” development.
A continuation of this characteristic reemphasizes that everyone who acts has
agency. That is to say that everyone who acts has the capability of intervening in the
outside world, including its structures. This is important in the development context,
where recipients are often viewed as passive in the process of development programs.
Recipient passivity is easy to misjudge in top-down programs in which a program is
designed and implemented without the participation or input of recipients during the
planning stages. What is often overlooked is that receiving is a recursive action that is
imbued with agency and is both informed by and informs structures of development.
That is, receiving involves actively accepting, a practice that contrasts with other options
like rejecting a program or attempting to change the terms of it. In the practice-oriented
approach of this research, both recipients and practitioners are recognized as cultural
agents who actively participate in development programs and the structure of
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development as a whole. Chapter 6 examines the role of both practitioner and recipient
culture in the outcomes at each stage of development programs.
The Encounters Approach
The discussion thus far has reviewed the basic components of a practiceoriented approach in order to establish an operational model and definition of culture for
use in this research. These theoretical cornerstones of a practice-oriented approach
were essential during data collection, as they helped to focus investigation on practices,
structures, instances of agency and their inter-relations that are informed by and inform
the total recursive system of development. However, the establishment of these
theoretical cornerstones is essential in a second mission of this research, which is to
introduce the encounters approach as an alternative theoretical perspective to guide
practices within the Millennium Development framework. As a practice-oriented,
relational perspective, the encounters approach is firmly rooted in the concepts that
have been reviewed thus far. This section uses the practice-oriented approach as a
springboard for proposing encounters as essential practices of cultural negotiation that
intimately influence the maintenance and continuity of the total recursive system over
time. The encounters approach serves as a methodology for both data collection and
analysis in this research.
The Sociality of Practices
This discussion of a practice-oriented approach has focused heavily on individual
participation in the total recursive system of practices, structures and agents and has
also examined the interaction between structures and agency. However, the discussion
has yet to address the social aspects of a practice-oriented approach that require
interaction between individual agents. Scholars have long noted the absence of sociality
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in the foundational literature on practice orientations. The absence is particularly striking
in relational theory, which emphasizes the very social units of multi-scalar relationships
and inter-relations (Emirbayer 1997; Gardner 2004). An examination of sociality in a
practice-oriented approach is essential to the conceptualization of encounters in this
research. In order to develop the encounters approach as a truly practice-oriented and
relational approach to understanding development programs, this section briefly reviews
considerations of sociality in the foundational literature and the more recent
contributions that have made up for this surprising deficiency.
In terms of foundational literature, neither Bourdieu (1977) nor Giddens (1984)
gives much attention to the sociality of practices or the role of social participation in the
total recursive system of practices, structures and agency. Bourdieu’s (1977) structureoriented presentation of practice theory does very little to bolster the concept of agency
in the first place, while his primary interest in habitus as an individualized structure
overshadows the social construction of structures. In the same vein, Giddens’ (1984)
emphasis on the conscious abilities of individual agents to influence structures through
practice largely overlooks the social nature of human beings (Gardner 2004). The only
apparent step Giddens makes from individual to social participation is through the
concept of co-presence. This concept, taken from Goffman’s (2005[1967]) theory of
face-to-face interaction, is defined as “circumstances for interaction” and refers to the
mutually recognized presence of two or more bodies in a given place and time (Giddens
1984:4). Bodies, in this case, are objects in the material world made special by their
being inhabited by an agent. Much like the literature from which the concept derives,
however, Giddens’ consideration of co-presence remains on the micro-scale as it is
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discussed only in terms of reaffirming individualized structures and the structures
associated with communication. In other words, it does not recognize co-presence as
the formation of “collective agency” and therefore neglects to examine how broader
structures beyond the structure of conversation are influenced by collective agency.
Giddens (1984) uses the word “encounters” in a similar way that renders it into a
pragmatic space for co-presence. Through the definition of co-presence, then,
encounters encompass social interaction between two mutually recognized agents in
place and time. However, Giddens (1984:xxvi) resists the draw to individualism as he
concludes that, “it is a mistake to regard encounters in circumstances of co-presence as
in some way the basis upon which larger, or ‘macrostructural,’ social properties are
built.” Unfortunately, this leads Giddens to also neglect how the relational practices of
an encounter influence (not just build) the structures from which they draw. That is, it
cuts off discussion of the role of collective agency in the total recursive system.
Relationist scholars have, since the 1980s, identified the lack of social
considerations as an essential gap in the foundational literature on practice orientation.
Rather than be troubled by it, however, these same scholars have simply addressed the
gap by making the obvious connections that practice theorists themselves did not.
Gardner (2004) highlights the work of George Herbert Mead who emphasized the social
nature of human beings. Individuals cannot “be” without other individuals to witness and
agree that they, in fact, “are.” If the definition of the individual self is a relational process,
it follows that agency and anything connected to it must also be a relational process. As
Hodder (2011:155-157) puts it, humans (as well as other material things) “co-constitute”
one another’s identities through a history of entanglement or shared dependency.
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Gardner (2004:4) proposes the concept of collective agency “to provide an account of
how groups of people can come to develop their own agentic capabilities.” Further, in
their study of temporality and agency in a practice-oriented approach, Emirbayer and
Mische (1998:969) conclude that the bracketing of past, present and future that occurs
through repetitive practices is a fundamentally “intersubjective” project. The term
“intersubjective” is used by Emirbayer and Mische (1998:973) as well as others in
reference to the “intrinsically social and relational” character of the total recursive
system. In other words, structures inform and are informed by expressions of agency
and, while agents themselves may be individuals, agency is necessarily social.
With these more recent contributions on sociality within the total recursive
system, the role of encounters and the practice of interaction must be reassessed. It is
true that interaction is practiced. Like any other practice, interaction is carried out by an
agent from a realm of possible actions and both influences and is influenced by
corresponding structures. Further, like other practices, interaction is a physical
manifestation of the relationship between agent and structure. The next section goes
one step further in examining the relational properties of interaction in which interaction
is understood as a social practice that involves collective agency in the modification and
maintenance of social structures.
Toward a Relational Concept of Encounters
The concept of encounters utilized in this research picks up where Giddens
(1984) leaves off on the sociality of encounters. Whereas Giddens stops at the
participation of the agent in practices of interaction, this research proposes the next step
in understanding encounters as relational practices that encompass social interaction
and collective agency. This research holds that the sociality of interacting makes it a
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special type of practice, a super-practice in many respects, as it brings together two or
more human beings but also the total recursive systems to which they are familiar. In
interaction, it is not just one agent grappling with external structures through his or her
own calculated practices (Giddens 1984). Rather, it is a space of cultural negotiation in
which agents work to understand each other in real time while at the same time crosscomparing their own experiential knowledge with that of another person. It is therefore a
space of action and reaction, agreement and disagreement, comprehension and
confusion that is made more complex by the physical proximity of two bodies that are
simultaneously revealing and embodying their experiential knowledge. In short,
interaction is the coming together and reciprocal assessment of two or more total
recursive systems of practice, structures and agency. It is the core of cultural
negotiation.
Composition of encounters: The total result of an encounter, and indeed what
constitutes an encounter, is 1) the transmission of perspectives and 2) the formation of
perceptions in the present. Goffman’s (2005[1967]) work on co-presence and
encounters does well in developing the first half this equation, though he refers to it as
“taking a line” or claiming a “face.” As individuals participate in encounters, they
communicate from their own understanding of themselves, the structures around them
and how they fit into the structures around them. In short, individuals represent the total
system of practices, structures and agency with which they are familiar. From this arises
the first essential process of an encounter, which is the transmission of one’s
perspective of the world that he/she knows to other people engaged in the encounter.
Of course, the transmission of one’s perspective is also a practice that is imbued with
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agency and is both influenced by and influences social structures. This highlights the
importance of sociality in encounters, as the perspective one practices in an encounter
often depends upon who else is involved.
Goffman (2005[1967]) does not go far in second half of the equation concerning
the formation of perceptions as he primarily examines the practice of interaction as a
strategy taken on by individuals and maintains a micro-level focus on the individual. He
does, however, mention that the individual “become[s] aware of the interpretations that
others may have placed upon his acts and the interpretations that he ought perhaps to
place upon theirs” (Goffman 2005[1967]:13). The relational properties of an encounter
take this observation one step further. As agents transmit their own perspectives of their
selves, the world and the role of their selves in the world, other agents in the encounter
work to understand that perspective. Listeners begin by collecting the data necessary to
construct the other person’s perspective, as it is often embedded rather than explicit in
everyday encounters. The information then enters into fast-paced internal processing on
the part of listeners. This information is first laid out across the listener’s own framework
of experiential knowledge, making analogies and metaphors for unfamiliar information
(DiMaggio 1997). Once located, it is cross-compared with one’s own perspective to
gauge how similar or dissimilar one’s own perspectives are from those of the speaker.
The result is the formation of perceptions both of the information and the speaker.
Perceptions, of course, are entirely relational as the listener’s perception of the
information the speaker provides depends upon the listener’s familiarity with the
speaker’s framework and perspective of self.
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One example of this relational process is evident in the concept confusion from
the Ecological Stove Program. Practitioners used three terms to differentiate between
different cooking apparatuses in this program. Within the office, they used the word
estufa to describe the ecological stove provided to rural recipients by the state. Estufa
directly translates to stove in English and, because the ecological stove was modeled
after a gas stove commonly used in urban homes, this terminology was well understood
among practitioners. However, practitioners found that the word fogón was more
appropriate when speaking with recipients, as the word estufa misled recipients to think
they would be receiving a gas stove, not a modified gas stove. Fogón encompasses any
apparatus with an open flame, which may include a fireplace/hearth, a burner on a gas
stove, a ring around a fire pit and others. While in the field, practitioners explained that
the fogón was designed to replace the candela that recipients were using. A candela is
a three-stone hearth, which is an open flame closed in by three stones that also serve to
balance pans and pots over the fire.
The transmission of perspectives and the formation of perceptions occurred as
practitioners began registering people to receive the state fogón. Many of those who
had not seen the equipment prior to registering drew from their own practical
understanding of a fogón to estimate what the equipment would look like and how it
would work. They knew it would not be a three-stone hearth because practitioners used
the word fogón instead of candela. They also knew it would not be a gas stove because
practitioners had not used the word estufa, so it had to be something in between. Being
unfamiliar with the apparatus, recipients listened to practitioners’ description and
mapped it onto their own knowledge of cooking apparatuses. The result was that many
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recipients thought they would be receiving the materials to build a three-walled slab to
replace the three stones around their open fire. This cement wall would allow them to
continue their cooking practices while at the same time protecting women’s legs and
wandering children from being burned by the open fire. When they received the stove,
they were disappointed to find that it was indeed a fogón in that it was a cooking
apparatus that used fired, but it was a modified gas stove from a “modern kitchen”
rather than a modified three-stone hearth from their own kitchen. Many such recipients
chose not to use the stove and instead continued using their three-stone hearth. While
recipients overwhelmingly appreciated that the state attempted to provide them new
cooking technology, this situation of unmatched perspectives led practitioners to
conclude that recipients are “stuck in their ways” and recipients to conclude that the
state does not really understand their needs. Although practitioners modified their
original terminology of the apparatus to better meet the expectations of recipients, this
relational encounter ultimately re-enforced a number of pre-existing structures in
development that will be further discussed in Chapter 6.
The interrelation does not stop at the end of an encounter. Because interacting is
a practice, it is recursive in that it is both influenced by and influences the relationship
between agents and structures. It has already been discussed how structures influence
the processes of transmitting perspectives and formulating perceptions, but it is also
true that these processes simultaneously influence the structures that influenced them
by introducing new information or reiterating old information. The perceptions that arise
from these encounters, influenced by previous knowledge of structures, serve as a
framework for agents’ future practices (Bourdieu 1977). The previous example
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illustrates the effect of interaction on structures. A practitioner’s reaffirmed perception of
recipients as stubborn and stuck in their ways does not remain an individual perception,
but feeds into an institutional framework that will influence the design of future
programs. This may lead to the abandonment of technology transfer programs or their
modification to include long-term education and training programs to fight this perceived
stubbornness. At the same time, recipients’ reaffirmed perception of the state as willing
to give but sorely unaware of people’s real needs become part of the total recursive
system. Recipients’ eagerness to register for a stove and their decision not to use it
derived from past experiences with this same perception. The reaffirmation of this
perception might encourage them to register for future programs without expecting any
real solutions to their problems. From this, we see that interaction is a practice, but a
specifically relational practice in that it involves both action and reaction, perspective
and perception, that ultimately construct, maintain or change structures. Encounters are
the epicenter for cultural negotiation. The concluding chapter of this dissertation
reminds us that, while such cultural negotiation has the potential to simply maintain
existing structures and social relations, it has equal potential to promote positive change
and mutual understanding.
Dimensions of encounters: Giddens’ concept of the term “encounters” also
serves as a point of theoretical departure in relation to the dimensions of an encounter.
Goffman (2005[1967]) primarily observed situations in which agents interacted with one
another in the same time and place (Ortner 1984). This serves as a basis for the
inclusion of co-presence in Giddens’ concept of encounters, but also limits his
elaboration on the variety of interactions that can take place. Fieldwork for this research
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elucidates the need for further theoretical consideration that recognizes the variety of
encounters that are meaningful in a practice-oriented approach. Indeed, the concept of
encounters pursued in this research extends beyond co-presence to examine a greater
variety of interaction that occurs on a daily basis, particularly in the context of
development. Without the limitation of co-presence, encounters 1) need not involve
human bodies, 2) need not be bounded by space and 3) time and need not be
reciprocal. Each of these variations will be discussed individually.
First, unlike Goffman’s (2005[1967]) encounters that are limited to face-to-face
interaction, the concept of encounters in this research incorporates those forms of
interaction in which agents’ bodies need not be physically present. Correspondence
through letters or over the telephone are therefore understood as encounters, as are
those situations in which an agent or representative of an agent (be it a symbol, object
or another person) coordinates the processes of transmitting perspectives and/or
forming perceptions. Another example of a non-physical encounter is given in Chapter
6, which examines the design of the Bakers Program as an artifact of practitioner
culture. Although practitioners are not physically present in the program workshop,
recipients encounter practitioner culture through their interaction with the design of the
program.
Second, and in a related sense, the concept of encounters in this research does
not require that interaction be bounded in place and time, which is to say that agents
need not occupy the same place to interact nor must this interaction be concentrated in
a single consensual moment. This is logical in relation to the first point, as written,
telephone or represented interaction often results from some difficulty in two agents
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occupying the same place or time. In one way, the frequent use of forums that
overcome spatial or temporal distance is a practical demonstration of the necessity of
interaction in maintaining the total recursive system of practices, structures and agency.
Finally, in contrast with Giddens’ (1984) and Goffman’s (2005[1967]) interaction,
encounters in this research need not be mutually recognized in that they can be oneway encounters. It is true that encounters must involve more than one agent. However,
two-way engagement between these parties is not necessary in the transmission of
perspectives and formulation of perceptions. One typical example of a non-reciprocal
encounter in this research is a broadcasted speech of the governor in which she
addresses the people of Yucatan. In this top-down encounter, the governor provides
people with information about herself and the state government, but she learns nothing
about the people she is addressing. The two parties cannot be said to be mutually
recognized as one party is transmitting its perspective and the other party is forming
perceptions, but not the reverse. Such non-reciprocal encounters are still recognized as
encounters in this research.
Another example relates to the use of non-human representatives. Often times in
development, a symbol and/or logo of the donor is stamped on the goods provided by a
development program. In the state context, a logo stamped in the newly cemented floor
of a rural home or a newly paved sidewalk in a suburb serves as a constant reminder
that a certain government and/or political party provided that much needed item. As the
logo stamped in concrete communicates a state’s self-perspective of benevolence,
recipients form their perceptions about the state but are unable to communicate with the
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state via that stamped logo. Even though the interaction is not reciprocal, the
transmission of perspective and the formation of perception create an encounter.
Encounters as Essential Practices
The discussion has thus far established several fundamental ways in which the
concept of the encounter in this research takes off from the concept provided by
Giddens (1984). First, encounters are explicitly social, as they are spaces in which
interaction between agents take place. Second, the interaction that takes place in an
encounter is characterized by its distinctly social nature as it brings together two or
more agents, but also the total recursive systems of practices, structures and agents
with which they are familiar. Interaction has been identified as a practice of cultural
negotiation. Third, an encounter is made up of two processes, including the
transmission of a perspective on the part of one agent or group of agents and the
corresponding formation of perception on the part of the other agent or group of agents.
Finally, encounters are diverse, as they are not bounded by space or time, are not
restricted to physical interaction between agent bodies and need not be reciprocal.
While this concept of encounters takes off from the foundations provided by Giddens
(1984), it is here developed as a practice-oriented, relational approach to data collection
and analysis.
A methodological proposal concerning this newly elaborated concept of
encounters concludes this section. This discussion has been careful in theorizing
encounters as spaces for interaction and interaction has been recognized as a practice
that is unique among other practices in its sociality. However, it has also demonstrated
that interaction, in Giddens’ (1984) use, is limited to instances of co-presence (Goffman
2005[1967]). In the mode of reconceptualizing the encounter (as a site for interaction) to
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include more varied forms of interaction with the particular processes of transmitting
perspectives and formulating perceptions, I propose the use of the term encounter as a
practice. Much like interaction is a space for the practice of interacting, I propose that
encounters provide a space for the practice of encountering. Giddens (1984) argues
that interaction is practice because it is patterned and contributes to the maintenance
and continuity of social structures. The same can be said about the practice of
encountering, or of transmitting perspectives and formulating perceptions of others.
Most importantly, encountering, like interacting, contributes to the maintenance and
continuity of structures. The main difference, however, is that encounters recognize the
relational process of interaction. Whereas Giddens’ practice of interacting is limited to
the individual agent’s performance and transmission of his or her self-perception in the
total system, the practice of encountering is necessarily social as it incorporates how
that message is received and the social effect of it. That is, it includes the formulation of
perceptions on behalf of listeners/receivers and their application of those perceptions to
their own recursive practices. This theoretical difference between encounters and
interaction, and between encountering and interacting, emphasizes the essential role of
encounters in the maintenance and continuity of social structures. More than any other
practice, encounters capture the process of cultural negotiation essential in the process
of maintaining a total recursive system.
In this research, encounters are understood as essential practices in which the
outcomes of development programs are negotiated. Encounters occur throughout each
stage of development programs including planning, implementation and use of the
materials, ideas and knowledge of the program. As such, the process of development
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programs is imbued at every stage with the transmission of perspectives and the
formulation of perceptions, forming an encounter between development practitioners
and program recipients. These encounters not only determine the objective and
methods of the program but also its short- and long-term outcomes. Further, because
encounters are understood as practices, they are understood to encapsulate the unique
relationship between agency and structures associated with development programs. As
will be seen in Chapter 6, this research examines the diverse array of encounters as
physical manifestations of the relationship between agency and structures in
development programs.
Finally, encounters also serve as the basis for the theoretical reconceptualization
of development proposed in this research. In the process of locating the role of culture
in development programs, this research explores a practice-oriented relational approach
to development that recognizes development programs as encounters, or essential
points of cultural interchange between development practitioners and program
recipients. This encounters approach to development stands in contrast to current
holistic conceptualizations of public programs as mechanisms for the top-down transfer
of materials and ideas. The encounters approach recognizes both practitioners and
recipients as equally active participants in the outcomes of programs. Each participant’s
culture, defined as those practices guided by agents’ knowledge of cultural structures
and through which agents reify, modify or create cultural structures, influences how he
or she engages with the materials, ideas and knowledge of the program (Giddens
1984). This approach therefore explicitly recognizes that culture influences the design,
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implementation and receiving of programs, which ultimately determine program
outcomes.
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CHAPTER 3
CULTURE IN THE GLOBAL DEVELOPMENT FRAMEWORK
Having established the encounters approach as the theoretical framework that
guides this research, this chapter takes a first step toward meeting the first objective of
this research. The first objective is to determine how culture is interpreted and treated in
the Millennium Development framework, which was designed at the global level and is
implemented in Mexico through national- and state-level development policy and
practice. This chapter begins a journey from global to local as it examines
interpretations and treatments of culture in global development. The chapter first
introduces the paradigm framework as an analytical method for locating the global
development framework within a positivist epistemology. Use of the paradigm
framework demonstrates that the ontological, epistemological and methodological
tenets that guide global development policy give way to specific theoretical
interpretations and practical treatments of culture.
This chapter acts as a theoretical and methodological model to Chapters 4 and 5.
Theoretically, this chapter outlines global development as a model for national and state
development, as the next two chapters compare and contrast Mexican and Yucatan
development with the global model. This cross-comparison identifies how policy and
practice at each level are influenced by global development, but also how local
structures and expressions of agency influence unique characteristics at each level.
Methodologically, this chapter introduces the paradigm framework as an analytic
methodology that structures the discussions of global, Mexican and Yucatecan
development in this and the next two chapters. The application of the paradigm
framework at each of the global, national and state levels provides methodological
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continuity across chapters as they highlight how culture is interpreted and treated in the
Millennium Development framework.
The Paradigm Framework
The practice-oriented, relational perspective of the encounters approach guided
data collection in Yucatan, Mexico as well as the analysis of this field data. While the
encounters approach was both an appropriate and sufficient methodology for analyzing
data that was tailored to this research, it proved less sufficient as a methodology for
analyzing the literature on development theory and policy. This is because theoretical
and policy literature is written from only one perspective, that of the development
establishment, and lacks relational discussion of practice that would enable the
examination of encounters between practitioners and recipients. In other words, the
literature transmits a perspective, but does not provide information on how this
perspective is perceived by recipients. While the encounters approach as a
methodology for analyzing the literature is weakened by the lack of encounters in the
literature, its practice orientation and relational perspectives are still useful in analyzing
and understanding the total recursive system of development, including recursive
practices, instances of agency and structures. It is therefore useful in understanding the
culture of development administration.
A second analytic methodology was elaborated to structure the examination of
the development literature while at the same time meeting two research objectives. The
paradigm framework structures analysis through an examination of the ontological,
epistemological and methodological tenets of development at each of the global,
national and local levels. This structure allowed for the fulfillment of two research
objectives. First, the paradigm framework addresses the first objective of this research
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which is to identify the theoretical interpretations and practical treatments of culture in
the Millennium Development framework. It clearly demonstrates that global
development embodies a holistic theoretical perspective that promotes the
understanding of culture as a barrier to development, a problem development must
solve and a distraction within development. Second, the paradigm framework promotes
the achievement of the third objective of this research, which is to determine the role of
practitioner and recipient culture in three development programs in Yucatan, Mexico.
More specifically, it sets the stage for outlining the culture or recursive practices of
development practitioners in Yucatan. Cross-comparison of literature at the global,
national and local levels establishes the global model of development as an overarching
structure that is modified at more local levels through agency, practice and the influence
of local structures. These changes at the local level result in differing interpretations and
treatments of culture in Yucatan and thus set the stage for an examination of
development encounters in Chapter 6.
Foundations of the Paradigm Framework
The paradigm framework used in this research derives from the work of Guba
(1990:17), who defines paradigms as “basic sets of beliefs that guide action… taken in
connection with a disciplined inquiry.” Guba recognizes this as a “generic” definition that
avoids the politics associated with selecting any one of the 21 meanings with which
Kuhn originally used the word paradigm (Hacking 2012; Masterman 1970). This generic
definition provides a sufficient foundation for the fuller concept of paradigms used in this
research. Hacking (2012:xxi) adds some substance to this foundation through his
conceptualization of paradigms as models of scientific inquiry that are supported by the
commitment of a corresponding scientific community. Paradigms are ultimately defined
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by the problems they address and membership in the scientific community is
determined by one’s expertise in addressing these problems using the methods of the
prevailing model. Hacking (2012:xxiii) adds what could be understood as a practiceoriented perspective to the definition of paradigms as he notes that a model (structure)
is supported by a scientific community (group of agents) and corresponding methods
(practices) inform future practices. This conceptualization captures the basic
components of a practice-oriented approach and recognizes the temporality of the
recursive system, which brackets the present and future. A paradigm shift occurs when
“the methods legitimated by the paradigm cannot cope with a cluster of anomalies;
crisis results until a new achievement redirects research and serves as a new
paradigm” (Hacking 2012:xxiii).
The structuring capability of the paradigm framework as an analytic methodology
derives from Guba’s work in comparing paradigms (1990). He proposes a simple rubric
of three questions that identify and differentiate between paradigms by outlining the
“basic belief system” of the inquirer (Guba 1990:18). The first question uncovers the
ontological perspective of the inquirer, which pertains to the nature of reality or what is
able to be known. The second question elicits the inquirer’s epistemological stance by
exploring the relationship between the inquirer and what is known or can be known. The
final question draws out the methodology of inquiry as it asks how the inquirer should
approach and extract this knowledge. The paradigm framework used herein organizes
information around the three elements of ontology, epistemology and methodology.
Only two paradigms are of interest in this research, which relates to the
theoretical delineations that have already been made in this chapter and in Chapter 1.
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The paradigm framework determines global development theory and policy to fit within a
holistic, positivist paradigm (Guba 1990). The deductive reasoning of the positivist
paradigm of development starts with holistic generalizations (often beliefs in
universality) and objective scientists test these generalizations using an empirical
experimentalist methodology. From this positivist paradigm, the problems of human
development and poverty reduction are treated as mechanical processes that are only
at times influenced by social factors. However, the encounters approach proposed in
this research derives from what may be called the relationist paradigm in which much
contemporary social inquiry is also located. A relationist paradigm holds that reality is
made up of relationships among individuals, groups and societies and can only be
understood through specifically relational concepts (Ritzer and Gindoff 1992:132). The
encounters approach provides an opportunity to test run a relational methodology at the
local level while the relational perspective taken in this research demonstrates what
development would look like from a relational perspective. This research does not
advocate for a paradigm shift, but provides the perspectives and tools necessary to
imagine and test drive a more relational Millennium Development framework at the
methodological level.
This analytic framework, called the paradigm framework for lack of a better title,
was determined to be especially useful in the exploratory mission of this research. For
one, ‘paradigm’ in the academic development literature is often conflated with ‘theory,’
in that theoretical additions to established concerns of development have been referred
to as paradigms (Shuurman 2000). Only a handful of authors have examined the
paradigm (not theories) of development in a way that takes ontological, epistemological
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and methodological beliefs into consideration (Mitchell 2002; Shuurman 2000). The
paradigm framework allows this discussion to cut to the core beliefs of development
without becoming entangled in the rise and fall of various theoretical trends in the
history of development. This focused exploration reveals the persistence of a positivist
paradigm of development that has not faltered despite changes in theory. On a second
front, the delineation between ontology, epistemology and methodology creates some
dialogue across the theoretical literature. The philosophy of science is frequently
discussed using this framework, meaning that much of the literature on theoretical
perspectives also structures discussions based on the ontological, epistemological and
methodological tenets of each theory. The paradigm framework organizes data analysis
and discussion in this research along the same structure and terminology used by other
scholars, thus constructing bridges across disciplines and themes.
Treatments of Culture in Global Development
This section examines interpretations and treatments of culture in the global
literature. The paradigm framework structured analysis of the global development
literature with the goal of identifying the paradigm of global development and linking
specific trends in the literature with the ontological, epistemological and methodological
tenets of global development theory. Analysis determined that global development fits
within a positivist framework, which is characterized by a realist ontology, objectivist
epistemology and empirical experimentalist methodology. Analysis also determined that
culture is theoretically interpreted and practically treated in three ways that correspond
with the ontological, epistemological and methodological tenets of global development.
First, a realist ontology promotes an understanding of culture as an impediment to
development that delays populations’ natural evolution toward modernity. Second, an
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objectivist epistemology leads to the interpretation of culture as a problem that
development must solve when it impedes development efforts and leads to the failure of
projects. Third, an empirical experimentalist methodology connects with the
understanding of culture as a distraction to development as it introduces qualitative
considerations in an otherwise quantitative pursuit.
In addition to exploring the paradigmatic tenets of global development theory and
policy, this section also serves to outline global development as a model for national
and local development. The historically top-down structure of development means that
theory and policy are set at the global level and implemented at national and local
levels. The Millennium Development Project re-oriented this top-down flow by allowing
countries the freedom to adopt the Millennium Development Goals in ways that fit their
own needs and conditions (Fukuda-Parr 2004; Sachs and McArthur 2005). Although
this freedom re-oriented the top-down flow of development, the United Nations and
other global institutions are still largely influential in shaping the development policy of
individual countries. In the case of the Millennium Development Project, country-level
Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers that detailed how the goals would be implemented
were then revised by the United Nations, which gave further recommendations and
guidelines for implementing the program in accordance with the global system (Sachs
and McArthur 2005). As such, the following discussion of the theoretical tenets of global
development policy describes a development structure. Chapters 3 and 4 will discuss
how this structure influences the structure of national and local development, but also
how agency and practice influence modifications to that structure at more local levels.
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Culture as a Barrier
Realist ontology: Global development theory tends toward realism, which
reflects the positivist belief that there is only one reality common to all beings and that
this reality is guided by “immutable natural laws” (Guba 1990:19). A realist ontology
differs from a relational ontology in its belief that such complex social phenomena as
human development can be explained through holistic universal principles rather than
through the relationships that influence these processes (Emirbayer 1997; Ritzer and
Gindoff 1992). The realist ontology of contemporary global development is evident in
the persistent belief in the applicability of social evolutionism (Crewe and Harrison
2002). This holistic social theory, deriving from 19th century anthropological research,
holds that human development can be understood as a process by which populations
increase in social complexity over the course of history (Ferguson 2005). In the
development context, social evolution blurs with modernization, as theorists have long
believed Western-style modernity to be the end-point of this universal process of social
complexification (Ferguson 2005; Sachs 2005b). Although anthropologists refuted this
holistic theory long ago, it proved more resilient in the development context where it still
undergirds theory and policy (Crewe and Harrison 2002; Ferguson 2005).
Trends in the literature: Several trends and operational assumptions in the
global development literature reflect the realist ontological belief in a single development
reality (Guba 1990:19). First, development is discussed as a universal process. The use
of economics as a universalizing methodology allows practitioners to locate populations
along a continuum between poverty and modernity, between undeveloped and
developed. The Millennium Development literature defines poverty in a socio-economic
sense to include a lack of basic necessities, poor health, low technology and high
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vulnerability to external shocks, all of which relate to low economic complexity like that
seen in subsistence farming (Collier 2007; Fukuda-Parr 2004; Sachs 2005b; Sachs
2005c). Modernity approximates a Western model characterized by such features as
industrialization, participation in global capitalism, democracy and advancing
technology. The perceived universality of the development trajectory is illustrated
through Sachs’ (2005b:5-25) metaphor of a global family portrait. In this metaphor, all
countries and populations can be located within the same frame of economic growth
and complexity. The metaphor paints more developed countries as family elders and
less developed countries as young children and implies that these children are not only
following the path of their elders, but are in need of their experience and wisdom as they
embark upon this universal journey.
Second, development is discussed as an historical process. Sachs’ (2005b)
global portrait aids in visualizing this history as elders (developed countries) have
already gone through the processes of development and modernization and thus set the
path for the next generation (less developed countries). Development is further
discussed as an historical process as the literature frequently equates a specific
country’s level of development with a period in British or European history. For instance,
Collier (2007:3) explains that “countries at the bottom co-exist within the twenty-first
century, but their reality is fourteenth century.” The location of populations along a
single historical trajectory emphasizes the realist belief in a universal development
reality. However, it also carries two implicit assumptions, which are that modernity is the
end point to which all populations are headed and that all populations will experience
the same history of today’s modernized/developed countries.
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Third, and in a related sense, development is thought to be a uni-linear process.
Development is often described in the literature as an “upward” or “forward” process
that brings populations closer to modernity. Sachs (2005) aptly illustrates the presumed
linearity of development by sketching a “ladder of development” and locating countries
on specific rungs of the ladder. Collier (2007) similarly relates development to a linear
board game as he writes:
Think, for a moment, of development as chutes and ladders. In the modern
world of globalization there are some fabulous ladders; most societies are
using them. But there are also some chutes and some societies have hit
them. The countries at the bottom are an unlucky minority, but they are
stuck. [Collier 2007:5]
The realist belief is that all countries should be advancing along this universal trajectory.
From a holistic perspective, failure to advance along this uni-linear trajectory is not
related to a desire on the part of agents to maintain their current living condition, but
relates to top-down barriers along the universal path. Often called “traps” in the
literature, these barriers range from market inequalities and traditional culture (Sachs
2005b) to conflict and instability (Collier 2007).
Through this lens of ontological realism, development is understood as a natural
process that can be sped up by drawing from the experience and history of developed
countries. The development literature frequently mentions the possibility of triggering,
jumpstarting or skipping over stages in order to promote the rapid development of
underdeveloped countries. This dual definition of the word “development” leads Hart
(2001:650) to differentiate between “little d development,” referring to a natural process
of change, and “Big D development,” referring to the conscious efforts of one group to
improve the lot of another group through directed action.
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Interpretation of culture: It is also through this lens of ontological realism that
culture is interpreted theoretically as a barrier to natural (little d) development and an
impediment to the success of (Big D) development efforts. Use of the term “culture” is
limited in the development literature, but it is frequently conceptualized as a set of rules
that guides the behaviors and beliefs of recipient populations (Crewe and Harrison
2002). Sachs (2005b:60-61) refers to these rules as “norms” that allow culture to limit
the development potential of specific groups like women and religious or ethnic
minorities. Frequent discussion of culture in relation to “traditional societies” allows for
culture to form a wall between developing countries and their modern, developed
counterparts (Sachs 2005b:36-37). Practitioners understand this wall to slow or fully
block a population’s natural progress toward modernity. The terms “trapped” and “stuck”
are often used in the development literature to describe countries whose limited
economic growth is thought to be linked with the persistence of traditional institutions
and customs (Collier 2007; Sachs 2005b).
In relation to (Big D) development efforts, culture is often treated as an
impediment to the modernizing efforts of development institutions (Crewe and Harrison
2002). As projects introducing new technology or promoting alternative practices
experience low acceptance rates, practitioners blame the shackles of culture for limiting
recipients’ understanding of the program and their ability to accept new ideas and
practices. In this way, culture is interpreted through a holistic theoretical lens as a set of
top-down, unchanging rules and is thus treated in a practical sense as a barrier to
development that binds recipients to their underdeveloped situation. This contrasts with
a relational perspective, which understands culture as recursive practice through which
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agents engage in the production and reproduction of cultural structures. In a relational
sense, recipients are not understood as drones of cultural structures that merely follow
rules, but as active participants in deciding what practices and ideas best fit their needs
and desires.
Scholarly perspectives: Contemporary social science scholars overwhelmingly
take issue with development’s realist ontology and the persistence of social evolution in
global development theory and policy. Mitchell (2002:1) highlights two key critiques of
development’s holistic theory as he writes, “We have entered the twenty-first century
still divided by a way of thinking inherited from the nineteenth century.” First, scholars
argue that a holistic theoretical perspective reflects a lack of innovation in development
science as it grapples with problems of globalization and modernity using a theoretical
framework that pre-dates these significant global processes. Second, and in a related
sense, this holistic theory tends to oversimplify reality into easy-to-operationalize
universalities. This has the damaging effect of overlooking “contextual” realities that
contain the scientific data most relevant to the people whose lives are changed by
development processes (Mosse 2005b:6). The reductionist mission of development’s
holistic theory renders complex data into models comprehensible to development
practitioners, but sacrifice the contextual detail and accuracy that make development
meaningful to people other than practitioners.
While anthropologists agree that holistic theory and evolutionistic assumptions
are fundamentally flawed and painfully outdated, they offer few practical alternatives
that would begin to address the problems of a realist ontology. Many anthropologists
simply argue that anthropology should have a greater presence in development theory
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and practice. They then highlight the various areas of anthropological research already
conducted that should be incorporated in development considerations or ethnographic
themes that could further highlight the theoretical and practical problems of
development (Little 2000; Mosse 2005b). Edited volumes present anthropological
studies toward these missions of infusing development with anthropological
perspectives. Such efforts have made strides toward increasing the numbers of
anthropologists working in development and may have played a role in the more
human-centered focus of the Millennium Development Project (Mosse 2005b). This
research joins this mission but, rather than entering at the theoretical level and merely
pointing out what could be improved, it proposes the encounters approach as a
methodology for current practitioners to test-drive relational methods in actual
development contexts.
Culture as a Problem
Objectivist epistemology: Global development upholds an objectivist
epistemology, which imagines the researcher to be fully detached from the natural
phenomena he or she is researching. As the researcher is on the outside looking in, his
or her values, culture or “other confounding factors” do not interfere with the processes
being examined (Guba 1990:20). This positivist epistemology contrasts with a relational
epistemology, which recognizes the unavoidable entanglement of the inquirer in the
reality he or she is examining. Researchers may be separate entities from the
phenomena or people being researched, but the act of researching creates a
relationship between the two entities that necessarily introduces (inter)subjectivity.
Trends in the literature: An objectivist epistemology is evidenced through
several trends in the global development literature. First is the prevalence of
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dichotomies in development (Crewe and Harrison 2002; Ferguson 2005; Mitchell 2002).
The most obvious and fundamental opposition in the literature is the us/them dichotomy
in which developed countries (us) are differentiated from developing populations (them)
(see Crewe and Harrison 2002; Mosse 2005b). This derives from the idea that
developed countries have garnered expertise in the processes of development as they
not only underwent and completed the process, but simultaneously pioneered the path
that is ontologically accepted as the universal path to development. Use of the us/them
dichotomy serves to empower developed countries and development policymakers and
practitioners as experts of development who, having graduated from the experiential
curriculum of development, are now beyond it and separated from it. From this
epistemological position, these experts can view the development processes of others
as objective, uninvolved outsiders.
This leads to a second notable trend in the literature, which is the top-down,
problem/solution format of development. As developed countries and practitioners are
imagined as experts on the terrain of the universal path to development, they are able to
objectively identify and diagnose the problems other countries or populations face on
their path to development. Problems most commonly relate to the ontological belief in
only one development reality, as problems are signaled by a country’s slow progress
toward modernity, stagnation or perceived retrograding. Practitioners set to work
analyzing these movements along the universal path to development and identify
practical problems that inhibit “forward” motion, such as poverty, poor health, war, nondemocratic governance and traditional culture, which will be discussed below. Solutions
generally come in the form of intervention and aid with Sachs (2005b) and Collier (2007)
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invoking the us/them dichotomy to motivate people of developed countries to recognize
their responsibility in promoting the development of others (see Mosse 2005b). While
Collier (2007) goes so far as to suggest military intervention in halting political and
social unrest, most global development literature prefers the infusion of Western
technology, money, science, education, infrastructure, etc.
Interpretation of culture: It is through this objectivist epistemology that culture
becomes a problem development must solve. As was previously mentioned, the term
culture is rarely used in the global development literature, but other words and phrases
are used in its place. The most significant euphemism for culture in this epistemological
discussion is the word “tradition” or “traditional,” which refer to institutions and customs
that are not shared by developed populations. In this context, tradition stands as the
logical opposite to modern, the ontologically accepted end-point of development, and
thus creates a modern/traditional dichotomy that evokes evolutionistic categories
(Crewe and Harrison 2002). While non-modern culture is glossed as tradition, the lack
of mention of modern or developed culture suggests two operational assumptions. The
first is that modern populations do not have culture. What anthropologist would identify
as modern culture is treated in the global development literature as the frame
supporting Sachs’ (2005b) global portrait of development. The term “modern” is
therefore devoid of cultural connotations and instead serves as a standard to which all
populations are compared. The second reflects the objectivist belief that, even if modern
populations (including development experts) do have culture, it does not factor into their
examination of development processes, their identification of development problems or
the solutions they generate. In this way, modern culture is not mentioned in the global
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development literature because the objectivity of development experts and their
separation from development reality renders its consideration irrelevant to the
discussion.
From a holistic perspective, culture is thought to slow natural (little d)
development by imposing steadfast rules that guide behaviors and beliefs. Culture (i.e.
traditional institutions and customs) becomes a problem development must solve when
it is identified as a practical problem that inhibits “forward” motion. In fact, traditional
institutions and customs are often located at the root of other practical problems,
particularly, but not limited to, poverty. For example, Sachs (2005b:36-37) identifies
traditional gender roles as a key instigator of poverty as women spend the majority of
their lives in non-wage earning domestic work instead of contributing to a growing
economy. The problem/solution format of development leads to the conclusion that
these traditional institutions and customs must be unraveled and the modern alternative
implemented in its place. As a result, global development tends to target what are
understood as pre-modern cultural institutions, practices and associated beliefs of
people in developing countries, and particularly those of the poor (Mosse 2005b).
Typical cultural targets mentioned in the global development literature are gender roles,
healthcare, fertility and local economies, just to name a few.
Scholarly perspectives: Given the abundant critique of development’s realist
ontology, it follows that anthropologists are also critical of development’s objectivist
epistemology. The subject of expertise has received much attention in the
anthropological literature. The fact that expertise is understood as the human agency
that drives development processes and underpins development theory has led
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anthropologists to identify it as the root of many of their issues with development. Indepth analysis of the concept of expertise has already been eloquently summarized by
Mosse (2005a) and Mosse and Lewis (2005b). Rather than attempt to repeat these
valuable contributions, this discussion merely skims the surface of the literature by
synthesizing the most salient points concerning development epistemology.
In terms of the general concepts, Mitchell (2002) argues that development
expertise is as much a manufactured construct as the science to which it applies and
illustrates this point by highlighting the science/nature dichotomy of development. In this
dichotomy, science is heralded as the logical opposite to nature and, following the
realist ontology of development, the job of development scientists is to tame nature by
engineering it. Expertise is therefore located in the scientific handbooks and reports
produced by development practitioners and expert status is bestowed upon the
community of people who subscribe to and support the power of science over nature
(Hacking 2012; Mitchell 2002). In Mitchell’s view, expertise cannot be objective
precisely because it is distinguished and made to exist through a manufactured
development reality and involves the manipulations of socially constructed calculations
in a socially constructed science of development.
In line with this criticism of the fundaments of development, anthropologists take
particular issue with the agency of experts who utilize their expertise as a “self-fulfilling
prophecy” (Crewe and Harrison 2002:97). To borrow the term of Mosse (2005a:136),
experts are understood as the “warriors” of a positivist framework who represent and
uphold it through policymaking and practice (also see Hacking 2012; Mosse 2005b).
Experts support a realist ontology that simplifies the world into universal trends, which
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has the practical effect of allowing them to understand an otherwise infinitely complex
world (Crewe and Harrison 2002). This manufactured omniscience empowers them, as
scientists, over the natural phenomena presented to them (Crewe and Harrison 2002;
Mitchell 2002). From this starting point, expertise is able to begin reaffirming itself.
Experts operating from within this simplified reality are able to identify problems that can
be solved using the methods of positivist development science.
Crewe and Harrison (2002:109) highlight that experts must continually “reinvent
and legitimize their expertise” to keep up with the rapidly changing environment of
development. The formation of dichotomies in development aids in this legitimation by
maintaining the exclusivity of expertise. The opposition between “us” and “them”
summarizes a number of other dichotomies that paint practitioners as experienced,
objective, rational and modern, ultimately separating them as scientists from the natural
phenomena they study (Crewe and Harrison 2002; Ferguson 2005; Mitchell 2002).
Unlike non-experts, these individuals are not mired in tradition or subject to the whims of
nature and are set apart by their ability to reason along Western ideals and rationality.
Further, these experts of rationality form a non-democratic global community that
maintains exclusive control of setting frameworks, determining policies and assessing
projects (Mosse 2005a; Mosse 2005b). These networks in themselves tend to reaffirm
the development project as their cohesiveness relies upon the very technologies and
principles that experts use to solve the problems of development (Mosse 2005b).
In the anthropological literature, then, expertise is imbued with agency and that
agency is responsible for the perpetuation of a positivist paradigm in development.
Without experts to defend and uphold the positivist paradigm of development, we would
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be forced to grapple with the complexities of development and ultimately reconsider its
foundations (Hacking 2012). Of course, anthropologists are overwhelmingly in support
of facing this challenge. In a theoretical sense, anthropologists argue for greater
ethnographic study of expertise in development and celebrate the work of such
anthropologists as Babb (2003), Goldman (2007) and Anders (2005) for documenting
the meaning of expertise and the processes that both reaffirm and are reaffirmed by it
(see Mosse 2005a; Mosse 2005b). In a more practical sense, anthropologists recognize
the necessity of their own role in keeping development experts on their toes and helping
to balance power through continued ethnographic inquiry. This research adds to this
practical mission by offering development experts the methods and concepts necessary
to operationalize relational theory in their work. The encounters approach does not
challenge the top-down structure of development and development expertise. Instead, it
takes a first step toward equipping development experts with contemporary
anthropological tools that enable them to develop new forms of expertise while at the
same time improving development efforts in the new millennium.
Culture as a Distraction
Empirical experimentalist methodology: Global development efforts uphold an
empirical experimentalist methodology. Whereas an objectivist epistemology recognizes
the separation of the inquirer from the phenomenon being investigated, the potential for
the inquirer’s bias to enter into the research is still present. An empirical experimentalist
methodology aims to reduce inquirer interference by casting questions in such a way
that nature must respond with empirical answers. Steps are also taken to control for any
abnormalities that may be presented by the natural phenomenon under investigation.
This may be done preemptively by controlling for various factors that influence the
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phenomenon during research or after the fact by taking into account the circumstances
that influenced the empirical response given by nature (Guba 1990).
Trends in the literature: An empirical experimentalist methodology in
development is characterized by the use of calculative sciences and strategies that aim
to 1) make barriers to development and other development problems empirically
recognizable and 2) reduce experts’ bias by emphasizing their separation from
development processes (Guba 1990; Mitchell 2002). Several of these calculative
measures are evident in the global development literature, the most important of which
is economic calculation. Economics has always been respected in development as a
global science; economic principles are thought to be universal and economic
calculations are guided by objective rules that can be used to measure and understand
economic processes anywhere in the world (Mitchell 2002). The standardized,
quantitative data that derive from economic calculations have been used to objectively
locate populations and countries within a universal development reality or, to use Sachs’
(2005b) realist metaphor, the global family portrait. Indeed, economic calculation was
the bedrock upon which development was founded and operated until the new
millennium. Development efforts in the new millennium have consciously stepped away
from the definition of development solely as economic growth, but today’s recognition of
human development and poverty-reduction only as necessary first steps toward
economic growth demonstrates the persistence of an economic logic even in these
revisions (Fukuda-Parr 2004; Sachs 2005b; Sachs 2005c). Practitioners are yet
unwilling to step back from the holism of economic calculations as they still offer them

106

the power to standardize diverse development experiences and simplify them into
universal models.
A second body of calculative measures is evidenced in the Millennium
Development Goals, which are celebrated across the literature for being specific and
concrete, enabling progress to be objectively measured and monitored (Fukuda-Parr
2004:397; Sachs 2005c:1; UNDP 2003:15). Of course, the majority of these objective
measures involve statistical calculations that quantify and ultimately standardize
progress for comparison across countries (Fukuda-Parr 2004). Outcomes are
intentionally quantifiable, which has the tendency to limit the identification of problems to
those that can be measured. However, the Millennium Development Goals have as their
predecessor the Human Development Index, another statistical calculation that is
acclaimed in its ability to capture a fuller range of development complexities than mere
economic calculations. Indeed, the global literature often highlights the Millennium
Development Project as a step away from the purely economic calculations that proved
elusive and evadable in the previous century (Fukuda-Parr 2004; Owen 2006; Sachs
2005b:74-89). The Millennium Development Goals draw from the Human Development
Index, but also demographic calculations, measures of health, ratios, poverty statistics
and other quantifiable indicators (Fukuda-Parr 2004; Millennium Project 2002;
Satterthwaite 2003).
Millennium Development practitioners have also proposed entirely new measures
designed to capture the complexity of the human condition and how this influences
development. Collier (2007) proposes the use of political statistics to understand
development traps in developing countries. These measures are extracted through
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controlled experiments that examine how certain factors (i.e. political stability and
democratic consolidation) influence economic growth and therefore a country’s ability to
develop. These data-based experiments allow for the objective identification of
development traps or problems. Sachs (2005) recognizes the inadequacy of attacking
problems of human development with economic measures alone and proposes the use
of clinical economics to diagnose developing countries the same way a doctor would
diagnose an ailing patient. Although clinical economics takes a step toward more
relational calculations in some of its tenets, it ultimately approaches the problems of
development from the same realist foundations. It treats broken economies as technical
rather than social problems and proposes the scientific rigor and systemization of
medicine to fix these problems (Easterly 2006). Economies remain finite organisms, like
the human body, that can be addressed through objective expertise. Each of these
measures minimize the entry of practitioner bias into development inquiry and, in
accordance with an empirical experimentalist methodology of positivism, are preferred
over more qualitative forms of inquiry (Satterthwaite 2003).
Interpretation of culture: Culture becomes a distraction within the empirical
experimentalism of development as it is understood to complicate objective science with
the highly unpredictable will of human beings. Development practitioners trained in the
quantitative and universalizing field of economics are confident in their ability to
understand humans as rational beings that are interested in pursuing their destiny of
modern development. However, as was previously mentioned, culture is understood to
interrupt rationality as it slows what practitioners see as a natural process toward better
living conditions. The trouble is that culture and culture concepts are understood to lack
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the universality, objectivity and empirical measurements that complement
development’s positivist form of inquiry. Unlike economics, culture is known by
development practitioners to differ by location and to affect programs in different ways.
This lack of universality is unfamiliar to development experts who do not have the tools
or anthropological knowledge to track and understand cultural phenomena. In effect, the
culture practitioners know does not fall within a realist ontology, challenging the
epistemological beliefs in expertise and dichotomies and giving way to methodological
confusion. Culture is thus understood as a distraction in development that should be
avoided when possible.
Anxiety over the role of culture in development is heightened in the new
millennium as human development and poverty-reduction strategies unearth data that
expose a greater diversity of human needs and desires than is accommodated in the
realist ontology of global development. For practitioners who are genuinely interested in
helping developing countries to escape poverty and its associated problems, the rabbit
hole of culture is a tempting distraction from the straightforward and universal principles
of economics. However, Millennium Development practitioners are operating under high
pressure and on a limited timeframe as the world awaits the results of the Millennium
Project in 2015. Cultural considerations may be tempting, but the benefits are not sure
to outweigh the investment of exploration. Rather than take on the perceived risk of
getting lost in the rabbit hole of culture, global practitioners simply sidestep it in favor of
maintaining the positivism of development. Chapters 4 and 5 demonstrate that cultural
considerations become less avoidable in more local levels of development policy and
practice. Rather than maintaining this structure of cultural avoidance, Mexican and
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Yucatecan practitioners have made strides to incorporate culture into policy and
practice.
Scholarly perspectives: Anthropological opinions of development’s empirical
experimentalist methodology include two main critiques. First, while the application of
economics to the development context aims to make development problems empirically
recognizable, anthropologists contend that it has merely boiled down complex and
interdisciplinary data to what can be observed and understood economically. Put more
simply, economic questions prompt economic answers and, while these answers can be
useful, they do not provide the entire story. Anthropologists tend to understand
economics as only one lens for viewing and deciphering development. There is no
doubt that this economic approach has been successful in identifying and solving
problems, even if the definition of success itself is internally defined (Mosse 2005a).
However, anthropologists doubt whether those problems are actually the ones that need
to be solved in order to reduce poverty and real human development. In this way,
economic calculations not only boil the information down to what development experts
are interested in, thus biasing the data in a way that leads to fundamental doubts about
positivism in general, they also divert attention toward only one set of data and one set
of problems that struggles to encompass the broader reality (Crewe and Harrison 2002;
Mitchell 2002; Mosse 2005b).
Second, social science scholars question the perceived objectivity of calculation;
they note that the effective use of calculative methods in identifying certain problems of
development and engineering appropriate solutions has promoted an almost religious
enthusiasm for calculation. This enthusiasm serves to bind experts together in the
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exclusivity of development knowledge, furthering the incestuous theory-building that
occurs in expert networks (Crewe and Harrison 2002; Mosse 2005b). Rather than
distancing these experts from their research subject in order to promote objectivity, the
use of economic calculations instead tends to perpetuate us/them dichotomies.
Economics and the rationality on which it is based are attributed to modern societies,
whereas a lack of economic rationality is attributed to development recipients, those
“traditional” societies of the developing world. In allowing economic and other
calculative strategies to define what modern is, experts who are presumed to be
objective for the very modernity and calculations that distance them from development
have quite subjectively determined that economics, rationality and calculative abilities
are exactly what developing populations need. In the weaknesses of development’s
assumed objectivity, calculation becomes a ready-made problem-solution pair or what
has been called a self-fulfilling prophecy (Crewe and Harrison 2002).
Social science scholars are thus highly critical of an empirical experimental
methodology in development. Calculative and highly quantitative methods help to
standardize data in order to highlight empirical problems, but they miss the more
qualitative issues that go unnoticed if not pursued. Rather than sacrifice accuracy for
scientific simplicity, anthropologists advocate for the problematizing of these neat
frameworks. Anthropologists working in development contexts have ethnographically
captured the qualitative issues that are overlooked in more calculative strategies. These
efforts have certainly helped to demonstrate the usefulness of adding more qualitative
anthropological techniques to the battery of calculations. Of course, critical
anthropologists are well aware that simply influencing field techniques is no triumph, as

111

the development establishment is known to co-opt methods and themes in order to fend
off public criticism (Crewe and Harrison 2002; Mosse 2005b).
Many anthropologists seem to have lost hope, concluding that development is
doomed to fail without significant changes to its positivist ontology, epistemology and
methodology (Escobar 1995; Leys 1996). This research proposes the encounters
approach to development as a relational methodology that can and should be co-opted
into development (Crewe and Harrison 2002; Mosse 2005b). It encourages the use of
this practice-oriented approach as a way to test the utility of relational methods while at
the same time offering a no-risk test drive of a relational ontology and epistemology.
Even if these methods do not find their way into the daily repertoire of practitioners, their
mere consideration presents an alternative that recognizes the important, active role
recipients play at each stage and in the eventual outcomes of development programs.
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CHAPTER 4
CULTURE IN MEXICAN DEVELOPMENT POLICY AND PRACTICE
This chapter utilizes the paradigm framework introduced in Chapter 3 to examine
the theoretical lens through which Mexican practitioners conceptualize and practice
culture in development at the national level. The previous chapter established global
development as a model for national and local development and used the paradigm
framework to outline the positivist structure of global development. This chapter
continues that trend as it utilizes the paradigm framework to cross-compare the
positivist structure of global and Mexican development. At the same time, the discussion
identifies how agency interacts with global and local structures and determines how
Mexican practitioners treat culture in their daily work. The discussion demonstrates that
cultural considerations are less avoidable at more local levels of development and
particularly in democratic national contexts. As global theory and policy provide little
guidance on how to incorporate cultural considerations in the human-centered goals of
the Millennium Development Project, practitioners at the national level are left with the
burden of reconciling a key mismatch in development theory and practice.
Mexico in the Top-Down Flow of Development
It is thought that development trends follow a top-down flow from global to local,
particularly in countries like Mexico that have so thoroughly consolidated global
development structures. Since at least 2007, Mexico has been the tenth largest
contributor of resources to the United Nations (Permanent Mission of Mexico to the
United Nations 2012; Román 2007; UNDP 2011a). Mexico serves as the leader in the
Latin American region as it is home to 20 UN offices, including seven offices that focus
on Mexican development and 13 that manage Latin American and Central American
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efforts (Permanent Mission of Mexico to the United Nations 2012; UNDP 2011a). The
United Nations Development Program maintains offices in Chiapas and Yucatan to
coordinate development funding, programs and projects from across the UN system
(UNDP 2011b). In 2011, Mexico’s federal and state governments provided 74 percent of
UNDP Mexico’s operational budget, which is just down from 79 percent in 2010 (UNDP
2011b). Mexico has proven an avid supporter of UN development policy, including the
Millennium Development Goals. Currently, Mexico is on track to complete all but one of
the eight Millennium Development Goals, demonstrating the effectiveness of Mexico’s
national development policy in consolidating the MDG framework in Mexico
(MDGMonitor 2007).
The remainder of the discussion examines the influence global development
theory has on the current structure of national development policy. In a general sense,
national development policy adopts the positivism of the global development literature.
However, the discussion demonstrates that Mexico’s development policy is not a
carbon-copy of global development policy. While Mexican development is certainly
influenced by global structures, it is also influenced by national structures, such as
Mexico’s political history and democracy, and the collective agency of policymakers.
Mexican development policy is ultimately an artifact of the total recursive system of
Mexican development that differs in important ways from the global model. A paradigm
framework is used to unpack the theoretical entanglement of global development and
national influences to ultimately identify how culture is theoretically interpreted and
practically treated in Mexican development policy. This discussion lays the groundwork
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for understanding the global, national and local influences in Yucatecan development
policy and the state’s interpretations of culture in development.
Mexico’s Realist Ontology
Mexico’s National Development Plan embodies a realist ontology, which reflects
the positivist belief that there is only one development reality and that all Mexican
populations can be located within this reality (Guba 1990:19; Poder Ejecutivo Federal
2007). Mexico’s realist ontology is influenced by the global structure, as the National
Development Plan identifies modernization, specifically, as the country’s shared
development destiny. It states, “The challenge of Mexicans is none other than to
modernize the life of the nation, in all its facets, to construct a prosperous, just and fully
democratic country” (Poder Ejecutivo Federal 2007:8). Indeed, the Plan goes on to
explain how the government and the people can participate in shaping institutions that
ultimately compare to the UN’s model of development. The ideals of “good governance”
and a “strong economy” mentioned in the global development literature are obvious in
Mexico’s National Development Plan (Poder Ejecutivo Federal 2007; Sachs 2005c;
United Nations 2003). As such, this statement captures the belief in a universal
development path, not only for Mexicans, but for Mexico as a nation amidst other
countries who have paved the path to development.
The above quotation identifies democracy as a national structure that
significantly influences the total recursive system of development in Mexico. Mexico’s
realist ontology is communicated through the language of democracy, which recognizes
a common destiny of people who are united through their citizenship in a bounded
nation. Referring to Mexico’s population as “un pueblo” (a community) parallels Sachs’
global family portrait to unify the people of Mexico through a common history, shared
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national values and their need to work together to ensure that their collective future is a
positive one (Poder Ejecutivo Federal 2007:30). In this sense, the belief in a common
development reality derives from the belief in one national reality, more generally;
Mexicans share one national reality, so everyone will follow along the same
development path.
Manifestations: While the belief in the universality of development is present in
the National Development Plan, the manifestations of it differ significantly from those in
the global development literature. First, Mexico’s National Development Plan illustrates
development in a uniquely Mexican model that deviates from the model of unidirectional
evolutionism drawn by global development institutions. Rather than mention generic
stages of growth, the Plan instead refers to periods of Mexican history that have
prepared the country for major developments in the new millennium (i.e. an open,
diversified economy, minimal foreign debt and democratic governance). The Plan
seems to imagine development as a puzzle made up of specific pieces and Mexico’s
history as the process of putting those pieces in place. While the pieces are recognized
as universal, a country’s history determines when and the order in which those pieces
are placed.
Second, unlike the global development literature, Mexico’s National Development
Plan does not compare Mexico’s current situation to historical periods of another
country. Although the Plan recognizes Mexico as a developing country with more
ground to cover on the path of development, it does not view itself as being backward or
behind. On the contrary, its tone of garnering citizens’ interest in promoting Mexico’s
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modernization speaks of the country’s location in terms of how far it has come rather
than how far it has left to go.
Third, Mexico’s development plan discards comparative directions that suggest a
universal path to development. It generally does not use the terms of unidirectional
evolutionism, like above/below and forward/behind, and directional metaphors such as
“ladders of development” (Collier 2007; Sachs 2005). Rather, it speaks in terms of
moving “toward” a sustainable human development or moving “forward” in meeting
one’s personal goals. In only one instance does the Plan play on the unidirectionalism
proposed by the global development literature, which is to describe those who returned
to subsistence agriculture during national financial crises as “going back” or “rewinding”
(Poder Ejecutivo Federal 2007:7).
Discussion: Mexico’s realist ontology is guided by three structures. First, its core
belief in one development reality appears to derive directly from global development
theory. This is evident in the understanding of development as a path from poverty to
modernity. Second, taking off from this theoretical basis, Mexico’s realist ontology is
influenced by the country’s historical location in the broader structure of global
development. Mexico became familiar with the concept, theory and practice of
development as a developing country in the broader global system, meaning that its
understanding of development is overwhelmingly limited to “Big D” development. Its
realist ontology is influenced by global structures because policymakers recognize the
role these structures played in the successful development of the country and wish to
continue that trend. However, it is also now influenced by Mexico’s own experience as a
successfully developing country (Warman 1976). This experience has made
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policymakers into experts on “Big D” development, encouraging them to participate in
the modification of global structures that reflect the needs and interests of the country.
As such, Mexico’s history and newfound expertise act as agentic influences in the
structure of Mexican development.
Finally, Mexico’s realist ontology is highly influenced by the country’s democratic
political structure. The influences of democracy are evident in the National Development
Plan, which works simultaneously as a declaration of intent to the global development
community and as a presidential promise to the people of Mexico. Policymakers and
elected officials actively promote the inclusion of democratic ideals in Mexico’s
development structure as these ideals are shared by the population these officials
serve. It is through policymakers’ collective agency that the democratic interests of the
country are practiced in development policy. This recursive practice influences the
reconstruction of a global ontology into a uniquely Mexican structure.
Mexico’s Objectivist Epistemology
National development policy supports an objectivist epistemology, which reflects
the belief that development experts can and should maintain objectivity in the
investigation of development processes and the identification of development problems.
Of course, this epistemological belief derives from the structure of global development,
which imagines development experts to be fully detached from the processes under
investigation. Mexico fully supports the global development structure and its pre-packed
belief that development research can be conducted objectively. In this regard,
developing nations like Mexico that are engaged in and support “Big D” development
already accept global practitioners as experts of development processes. Whether
these experts or their science are objective is not important; they have determined what
118

characteristics make a modernized country and it is Mexico’s job to implement them
(see Hart 2001).
Manifestations: This discussion has already highlighted how expertise manifests
in the National Development Plan. Other manifestations of an objectivist epistemology
are largely comparable to those trends noted in the global literature. First, the Plan
takes on a problem/solution format that is unquestionably influenced by the global
structure in its holistic theoretical understanding of these complex processes (see Hart
2001). Almost mirroring the global literature, the Plan explicitly recognizes that the
benefits and opportunities of globalization have been unequally available and
government programs and services had, in past decades, not reached their intended
audience. The resulting inequalities are what Mexico has identified as the root of
poverty, marginalization and vulnerability. Inequality is understood to limit people’s
ability to participate in a democracy that both represents and meets their needs. It is
also understood to limit employment opportunities, causing the economy to be slower
than it could be if everyone were working in wage-earning jobs. Without the means to
participate in the political and economic life of a modernizing country, these
disadvantaged groups continue to be neglected. The problem/solution format of
sustainable human development is evident as the Plan targets the mechanisms by
which populations are neglected. It is thought that, by taking steps to incorporate these
populations, poverty will take care of itself.
Second, this holistic understanding of development processes gives way to a few
loose dichotomies in the national development literature. By identifying inequalities as
the root of poverty and marginalization in Mexico, the Plan necessarily divides the
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country into people who have enjoyed the benefits of globalization and those who have
not. The plan suggests that those who have been neglected by globalization are those
living in regions that are isolated from the modern economy and government services
like education and healthcare. The Plan suggests that these are rural regions as it talks
of people being “trapped in a vicious cycle of poverty in their regions of origin,
commonly remote and isolated from urban centers” (Poder Ejecutivo Federal 2007:7).
Several dichotomies emerge and begin to define Mexico’s concept of modernity: rural,
isolated, and lack are characteristics of people who were left out of modernization and
contrast with such characteristics as urban, globalized and laden with opportunity. While
the Plan speaks in the language of solidarity to unite Mexicans in the mission for
modernity, it is clear that a person’s form of participation in development will be
determined by his or her social, economic and even geographical position.
Discussion: While global development practitioners are accepted as objective
researchers of development processes, some national structures influence objectivist
beliefs about Mexico’s own development practitioners. Most importantly, Mexico’s
objectivist epistemology is influenced by the country’s location in the broader structure
of global development. As experts from a successfully developing country, Mexican
practitioners are caught in a liminal space of expertise. In relation to the global system,
they are research subjects still under investigation by objective global practitioners.
From within Mexico, however, they are development experts who would naturally take
the role of objective researchers of national development processes. The Plan thus
reflects Mexican administrators’ understanding of their special form of expertise. Their
responsibility is not to produce or question the structure, but to reproduce it through
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application at the national level. This is not to say that Mexico only passively receives
development. While the pieces of the development puzzle might have already been
determined, it is the Mexican policymaker’s job to put those pieces in place. In this way,
practitioners act as conduits of the global structure in Mexico.
Yet, while Mexican practitioners fulfill this more passive role in global
development, they are also participating in the construction of a uniquely Mexican
structure of expertise. The Plan reflects that policymakers and development
administrators view themselves as being responsible for the country’s continued
development. Policymakers are elected or appointed based on their expertise in
development and political affairs, which involves identifying problems and generating
solutions that benefit the entire country. While the ability of a practitioner or policymaker
to use objective judgment is prized, expertise in these politically-oriented positions also
lies in one’s subjective knowledge of the country and one’s ability to empathize if not
identify with those suffering from development problems. The democratic structure of
Mexico again plays a role in the practice of positivism, as Mexican development
administrators must maintain balance between expert objectivity and democratic ideals.
Mexico’s Empirical Experimentalist Methodology
While the National Development Plan provides little information concerning the
methodology of Mexican development, the literature published by the federal Secretariat
of Social Development (SEDESOL) evidences an empirical experimentalist
methodology (Poder Ejecutivo Federal 2007; SEDESOL 2012). This positivist
methodology aims to reduce if not eliminate the interference of researcher bias by
casting questions in such a way that nature alone exposes the answer (Guba 1990).
Like in the global literature, an empirical experimentalist methodology in Mexican
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development is characterized by the use of calculative sciences and strategies that
function in 1) making barriers to development and other development problems
empirically recognizable and 2) reducing experts’ bias by emphasizing their separation
from development processes. National structures and practices also support and give
local meaning to empirical experimentalism within the total recursive system of Mexican
development.
Manifestations: As in global development, Mexico’s empirical experimentalist
methodology is primarily characterized by a belief in the objectivity and universality of
economic calculation. The emphasis on economic calculation no doubt derives from
Mexico’s long-term entanglement with global development institutions during the last
few decades of the nineteenth century. Not only was global development characterized
by an exclusive interest in economic growth, Mexico’s initial engagement with global
agencies began as the result of the 1982 debt crisis that caused a domino effect in
many Latin American economies (Franko 1999). Development was thus introduced in
Mexico as economic development, specifically, a concept that was reinforced by global
development theory until the start of the Millennium Development Project. Given this
history, it is no surprise that economic calculation is still highly respected and frequently
used among Mexican development agencies and practitioners. Indeed, it is through the
objectivity of economic calculation that Mexico’s National Development Plan can so
confidently identify persistent poverty, marginalization and vulnerability as key
development problems in the country.
Mexican enthusiasm for the Millennium Development Project has introduced the
Millennium Development Goals as a second form of calculative measures. Mexico is
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well-equipped to take on the challenge of forming indicators and measuring progress
thanks to the National Institute of Statistics and Geography (INEGI). INEGI has been
collecting and monitoring statistics toward various political ends since 1882, but its
capacity to serve as Mexico’s premier computer of development statistics was not fully
realized until 1983, just one year after Mexico found economic refuge in the arms of
global development agencies (INEGI 2011b). Today it is linked with a number of multilateral and global development agencies, not least of which is the UN Millennium
Development Project, and is responsible for developing indicators of and collecting
quantitative data on economic, social, demographic and geographic trends in the
country (INEGI 2011a; INEGI 2011d). Each of these indicators ultimately informs
Mexico’s progress toward reaching the Millennium Development Goals. These statistical
calculations are of utmost importance in the development context as Mexican
practitioners use them to identify meaningful development indicators, design programs,
allocate funding, select recipient populations and measure program outcomes. INEGI is
the engine of Mexico’s empirical experimental methodology.
Discussion: Mexico’s empirical experimentalist methodology is undoubtedly
influenced by the country’s long-term entanglement with global development institutions.
Mexico’s interest in economic calculation likely flows from its development history of
economic crisis and rescue by economically-oriented global development agencies.
This is not to mention that the United States has helped (for better or worse) to solidify
Mexico’s interest in bi-lateral and international economics as an engine for development
(Franko 1999; Scott, et al. 2006). Development is today structured by the Millennium
Development Project’s emphasis on specific and concrete goals that enable progress to
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be objectively measured and monitored (Fukuda-Parr 2004). INEGI has played an
integral role in developing the measures and indicators and collecting the data
necessary to monitor Mexico’s progress toward the goals (INEGI 2011c). It has also
provided the standardized data necessary for global development agencies to assess
Mexico’s development in relation to other countries (INEGI 2011d).
However, an empirical experimentalist methodology has added meaning in the
total recursive system of Mexican development thanks to a few national structures. The
most important of these structures is the Federal Law of Transparency and Access to
Public Information, which was implemented in 2003 to dismantle past structures of
governmental corruption by granting full access to public information (Cámara de
Diputados 2012; Heyer 2006). Under updated versions of the law, all federal and state
agencies are required to provide the public with information concerning budgetary
resources, expenditures and allocations, regulations and organizational framework
(Guerrero Amparán 2005; Heyer 2006; Poder Ejecutivo Federal 2007). A brief look at
the transparency information of any federal or state agency demonstrates that
transparency has, in most thematic areas, become synonymous with the provision of
standardized, quantified data. These numerical figures and statistics are imbued in
Mexico with a sense of honesty and fairness as they promote transparency through
objectivity. As such, Mexico’s empirical experimentalist methodology is largely
influenced by the structure of global development and national and local practices
surrounding the use of economic data, and quantified calculations serve to re-enforce
and reaffirm this structure.
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Culture in Mexican Development Policy and Practice
One key difference between Mexico’s national development strategy and the
global development literature, including that related to the MDGs, is the frequent use of
the word “culture” and culture concepts in the national literature. While the global
development literature generally attempts to avoid bringing culture into the equation, the
national development literature pushes it to the fore, illustrated by its use of the words
“culture” or “cultural” in four of the ten national development objectives. The Plan
recognizes how important culture is to its citizens as it highlights the “cultural and
historical wealth that makes us proud and whose roots continue to be fundamental in
the lives of individuals and communities” (Poder Ejecutivo Federal 2007:8). It also cites
its cultural diversity as an important part of Mexico’s national and international identity in
a globalizing world.
At the outset it is important to recognize the now deeply institutionalized
contributions of Mexican applied anthropologists who played a foundational role in the
early formation of Mexico’s democracy and development policy. The prominence of the
term culture in the National Development Plan undoubtedly derives from the
foundational work of Manuel Gamio. Often cited as the father of Mexican anthropology,
Gamio 2010[1916]) was responsible for introducing the term “culture” into Mexico’s
democratic structure and establishing cultural diversity as a Mexican value (Brading
1988). His studies in archaeology and anthropology emphasized the indigenous roots of
Mexico and illustrated the country as a conglomeration of various cultural groups that
could and should be unified into a single Mexican nation.
The National Development Plan evidences the institutionalization of Gamio’s
contributions in national policy and rhetoric, but his foundational conclusions also laid
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the groundwork for the continued influence of Mexican applied anthropologists in
national development policies and programs. Gonzalo Aguirre Beltrán was among the
first anthropologists to examine how national development policies and programs
favored modernization at the expense of indigenous culture (Collier 1987). A number of
programs aimed at protecting and promoting indigenous culture came out of this
research, not least of which were those organized and directed by anthropologist
Alfonso Caso (Leon-Portilla 1973). The later academic work of Arturo Warman (1976)
exposed the continued exploitation of indigenous agricultural producers that took place
as a side-effect of Mexico’s push for capitalism and commercial production (Friedlander
1977; Pittman 1983; Womack 1977). Much of his professional work in reforming various
institutions of the federal government ameliorated this exploitation by empowering
indigenous people with the legal power to address grievances and request reparations
(Azuela, et al. 2004). The work of these applied anthropologists illustrates a long history
of institution building in Mexico. Their contributions have forged a close relationship
between democracy and development that simultaneously recognizes the role of culture
in Mexico and opens space for its inclusion in national policy.
The prominent role of culture in the National Development Plan further suggests
that, as development becomes more local, culture can be less and less overlooked or
avoided. This is illustrated in the ethnically diverse case of Mexico, but is probably also
visible in other developing countries whose multiculturalism includes indigenous groups,
multi-generational immigrant populations and a former colonial population. This places
national development policymakers in a precarious position as the global development
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literature, which sidesteps culture, provides no guidance for handling this aspect of
development.
The democratic context of Mexico’s national development plan encourages (or
perhaps forces) policymakers to confront the issue head on. The Plan takes up this
mission by connecting potential culture loss with development, defined as the
modernization of political, economic and social institutions. It states:
We are, at the end of the day, a nation that, faced with the challenges of
globalization and global change, has everything it needs to achieve a better
and higher level of development that permits us to raise the quality of life
and have a competitive economy that generates employment, without
losing our cultural essence and our social and natural patrimony. [Poder
Ejecutivo Federal 2007:8]
The Plan is less explicit about how it will go about ensuring that culture will not be
lost in the march of modernization, particularly as it fails to clearly define or
conceptualize culture. Analysis of culture concepts in the National Development Plan
determined that policymakers understand culture from a perspective of methodological
holism, which is to say that culture is understood as a fixed structure that determines
the behavior, beliefs and worldview of its cultural members (Ritzer and Gindoff 1992).
This is apparent in the national literature, which conceptualizes culture as heritage or
the specific lifeways into which a person is born. In fact, culture is often wrapped up in
the term “patrimony,” which refers more generally to anything that was inherited by this
generation and will be passed on to the next. While patrimony is sometimes clarified as
being social, natural or financial, giving a sense of its breadth, it is more frequently used
without adjectives. For instance, the Plan states, “By just guaranteeing that the life,
patrimony, liberties and rights of all Mexican are protected, Rule of Law will provide a
firm base for the optimal development of the population’s abilities” (Poder Ejecutivo
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Federal 2007:10). Patrimony, in this sense, refers to all things inherited, including
culture. Further, culture is frequently coupled with history as in the above quote that
mentioned Mexico’s “cultural and historical wealth” (Poder Ejecutivo Federal 2007:8).
Such couplings solidify the concept of culture as a structure that derives from the past
and is lived in by those born into it. This structure is responsible for the way people
dress, how they cook their food, where they work, their family values, etc.
The implication of this methodological holism is that human will plays little to no
role in how people behave, the decisions they make or what they believe (Ritzer and
Gindoff 1992). It is this perceived passivity that the Plan seeks to overcome. On one
hand, the Plan urges Mexicans to improve their own lives by participating actively in the
social, political and economic life of their communities and of their country. Such activity
encourages people to step outside of the cultural structures reproduced within the family
by participating in the more public life of the country. Further, a “modern” society,
political system and economy are those in which people can participate fully and equally
without discrimination. While the plan urges some portion of the population to become
more active, it reminds everyone to respect the diversity of others as they integrate into
public life.
These measures pave the way for Mexico to protect its culture in the process of
modernization. Because Mexico defines poverty in a social sense to identify social
inequality as the root of economic poverty, respect for diversity is a key aspect of
Mexico’s idea of sustainable human development. The Plan may advocate for the
institution of a “modern” economy, but its idea of “modernity” involves overcoming
discrimination that limits people from social, political and economic opportunities. Thus,
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while Mexico follows the global model of introducing an open, free market economy and
employing Mexicans in this market, it rejects the idea that employment in an open
economy necessarily results in cultural homogeneity. On the contrary, a nondiscriminatory society in which people of different cultures actively participate allows for
Mexico’s economic realm to remain a multi-cultural space.
Anthropologists would be quick to point out that economic organization is an
important cultural factor, so much so that reorganizing it necessarily leads to culture
change. However, the Plan’s holistic treatment of culture as structures inherited from
the past means that culture can be protected through preservation. That is, people can
still remember their past and practice the empirical elements of their culture, such as
enacting traditions, dressing a certain way and honoring their ancestors, even if their
public lives contribute to modernity. The implication is that cultural structures stay intact
in the private life of an individual, particularly in the realms of family and community
affairs, the very institutions from where one’s past and heritage are thought to derive.
This conclusion is reflected in the work of Warman (1976), whose study of the impact of
national development efforts on indigenous culture determined that many indigenous
practices withstand modernization as they are needed to promote the survival of
indigenous agriculturalists being exploited by capitalist production. Among these
practices are subsistence farming, compadrazgo (fictive co-parenthood) and strong
interdependence among family members, to name a few (Warman 1976; Friedlander
1977). Thus, from a holistic perspective, the National Development Plan pledges to
protect culture from the march of modernity in the public realm by equal participation
and a lack of discrimination, and in the private realm by individual-, family- and
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community-based efforts to maintain inherited cultural structures. From a more practiceoriented perspective, culture may also be understood to protect itself in the private
realm through the maintenance of daily practices as survival strategies.
Unfortunately, the National Development Plan does not lay out any methods for
tracking, measuring or understanding its cultural goals. Mexico’s willingness to become
“distracted” by culture would offer a risk-free opportunity for global institutions to see
what happens when a development institution attempts to incorporate cultural goals and
data. In other words, Mexico and other developing countries that must incorporate
cultural goals can serve as a model for global development institutions and even a
testing ground for working out issues associated with cultural goals. Of course, this
would need to be a conscious rather than a retrospective effort as it would require the
development of new tools and the streamlining of concepts to understand the role of
culture in national development. This dissertation aids in that project through the
presentation and testing of the encounters approach. Chapter 5 aims to develop the
recommendations and tools necessary to begin systematically identifying the role of
culture in development.
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CHAPTER 5
CULTURE IN YUCATECAN DEVELOPMENT POLICY AND PRACTICE
This chapter simultaneously works toward the achievement of two of the
research objectives. First, it is the last of three chapters that determine how culture is
interpreted and treated in the Millennium Development framework. This mission began
with an examination of the global development framework in Chapter 3 and moved to
national-level analysis of Mexico’s development policy and practice in Chapter 4. This
chapter continues the trend of using the paradigm framework to examine Yucatecan
development as a total recursive system of practices, agency and structures that is
highly influenced by global development but is uniquely influenced by local structures
and forms of agency. Use of the paradigm framework allows the discussion to connect
the positivist tenets of Yucatecan development policy and practice to specific theoretical
interpretations and practical treatments of culture at the local level. The discussion
demonstrates that cultural considerations are unavoidable at more local levels of
development and particularly in the context of a democratic state government. Global
development guides local development efforts, but the avoidance of culture concepts in
global development theory leave local practitioners painfully ill-prepared to address
human-centered problems in a multi-cultural, democratic context.
Second, the global to local cross-comparison that concludes in this chapter
results in a clear view of the total recursive system of Yucatecan development. The final
section applies the conclusions of the chapter toward an outline of the culture of
Yucatecan practitioners. That is, it highlights the recursive practices that inform and are
informed by the interaction between practitioners’ own agency and the state, national
and global structures in which they work. This outline of practitioner culture is essential
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in meeting the third research objective, which is to determine the role of culture in three
development programs in Yucatan, Mexico. Both practitioner and recipient culture are of
interest to this study as the encounters approach emphasizes that members of both
groups are cultural agents that actively participate in the negotiation of program
success. The description of practitioner culture provided in this chapter promotes the
achievement of the third objective in Chapter 6, which examines the role of practitioner
and recipient culture in three state development programs in Yucatan.
Yucatan in the Top-Down Flow of Development
It was originally assumed that development follows a top-down flow from global
to local levels and the previous chapter supported this assumption. Mexico’s
demonstrated interest in participating in and upholding the global development
framework has allowed for significant influence of positivism in the total recursive
system of Mexican development. Mexican development is by no means a carbon copy
of global development, but the heavy influence of global structures is undeniable. Given
the centralization of Mexico’s federal government, it would follow that Yucatan’s state
development policy would closely resemble Mexico’s federal development policy.
Indeed, this centralization means that most state funds for development come directly
from the federal government and are regulated according to federal interests.
Despite this centralization, Yucatan’s development policy and practice is not
overly influenced by national development policy. This section demonstrates that, rather
than adopt the uniquely Mexican aspects of national development policy, state
policymakers instead went straight to the source to implement global rather than
national structures. At times, the literal translation of the global development structure
into Yucatecan development seems to highlight that Yucatecan policymakers
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purposefully skipped over national policy in favor of direct guidance from the original
source. This preference is most likely an expression of political agency in a specific
moment in Yucatecan history. It has been noted that the 2007-2012 gubernatorial term
in Yucatan is the first time in at least eight decades that the state government has not
been presided by the same political party as the federal government. Yucatecan
practitioners discursively deny that party politics influence Yucatan’s development policy
and practice, but non-discursive practices suggest that Yucatan’s PRI government
carries a chip on its shoulder for being led by a federal PAN government. While
Yucatan’s adoption of global rather than national structures maintains the top-down flow
of development, it challenges the assumed course of this top-down flow. The case of
Yucatan demonstrates that development policymakers may express their agency in
favor of a more direct top-down flow.
Yucatan’s Realist Ontology
Yucatecan development policy and practice embody a realist ontology, which
reflects the positivist belief that there is only one development reality and that all
Yucatecan populations can be located within this reality (Guba 1990:19). This realist
ontology undoubtedly derives from global development theory, which serves as an
influential structure in the total recursive system of Yucatecan and Mexican
development. However, a number of national and local structures influence the
particular way in which this realist ontology is expressed.
The primary goal of Yucatecan development is to “be a modern state with
possibilities of reaching high rates of economic growth” (Yucatan 2007b:5). The
emphasis on modernity, specifically, derives from the Mexican National Development
Plan, as the global literature generally minimizes the use of the word
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“modernity/modernization” by replacing it with “developed/development.” The goal does,
however, embody many of the evolutionistic principles that guide the global
development structure but are less evident in national policy. Also like the national Plan,
Yucatan’s State Development Plan couches its realist beliefs in the language of
democracy as it speaks of “building a common future” through equal participation
(Yucatan 2007b:1).While it is possible that Yucatecan policy derived its emphasis on
democracy from the national Plan, it is more likely that Yucatan’s own democratic
structure influenced the state development plan independently.
Manifestations: The realist ontology of Yucatecan development policy and
practice is evident as practitioners base their work on two universalizing structures, both
of which derive from global development agencies. The first is the international human
rights structure, which derives from the United Nations (1948). While administrators’
respect for human rights is not surprising, it is their insistence on the universality of
these rights that calls attention to a realist ontology (Cerna 1994). One Yucatecan
administrator in this research clarified that he recognizes five fundamental human rights,
including the right to life, alimentation, shelter, clothing and “good work,” so that all other
human rights derive from this base. This particular understanding of the structure of
human rights allows for practitioners to base their practices on a second universal
structure, that of capitalist fulfillment (Seabright 2010). The same administrator
highlighted the promotion of “good work” as the most important obligation of the state.
He explained that the state aims to “instrument a public policy of help for these people,
so that we can incorporate them in the productive scheme. This is going to allow them
to be self-sufficient and, to a great measure, their wages improve. And with improved
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wages, their level of life, logically, has to improve” (personal correspondence, August
2011). While work promotion supports the development of a state economy, it is also
understood as an investment in the well-being of Yucatan’s citizens.
Alongside these universalizing structures practitioners imagine a single state
development reality referred to explicitly by one administrator as a “state development
scheme” in which all Yucatecan populations can be located. “The state development
scheme is not homogenous,” this administrator said, “It is heterogeneous because of its
own characteristics. They are historic conditions, economic, social and even cultural
conditions” (personal correspondence, August 2011). This “state development scheme”
is comparable to other visualizations of a single development reality in the global
literature, such as the global portrait of development or the ladder of development, both
proposed by Sachs (2005b). It also serves the same holistic function; it holds every
population up to the same standard of development, which allows practitioners to
comparatively identify which populations are in need of development assistance.
The realism on which the total recursive system of Yucatecan development is
founded gives way to several trends in development practice. The first is the application
of evolutionistic principles to the understanding of natural or “little d” development in
Yucatan. At times, the application of these evolutionistic principles is overt and literal.
For example, one administrator noted the evolutionary goals of the Ecological Stove
Program as he explained:
From the ground, they raise [the stove] so [recipients] can prepare food for
themselves. Once you have raised them up, you have lifted them. You have
taken them out of their simian state. They are stuck to the ground and when
they are raised beings, it is when the human evolves, when he comes
upright. You took them out of that because you raised them. That is the
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world. Take them out of their medium-primitive situation and incorporate
them into another type of life. [personal correspondence, September 2011]
More commonly, practitioners apply evolutionistic principles to shorter-term social
development rather than physical development of the species. This primarily results
from practitioners’ empirical, practical focus on the problems that come out of
contemporary historical processes. Practitioners reason that, although Yucatan has
experienced only one history of globalization, modernization and development, these
processes have not been equal in their distribution. This has resulted in the
heterogeneity highlighted by the above quoted administrator. It is from this
universalizing, historical perspective that practitioners often refer to populations as
being “forgotten” or “left behind.” These terms illustrate that history carried some
portions of Yucatan’s population into modernity while overlooking other populations,
leaving them in a pre-modern stage of development and without the inputs to continue
their development. In this way, history serves as a holistic, universalizing framework for
understanding development in Yucatan. All people can be holistically classified based
on specific historical conditions and, through this classification, can be located within
Yucatan’s development scheme. Both this historical framework and the practice of
classifying populations are influenced by the global structure of development.
Practitioners use several categorical terms to locate populations within
Yucatan’s development scheme, each of which stems from a holistic theoretical
understanding of one’s employment status in Yucatan’s formal economy. First, and
most important, the term “marginalized” refers to those populations that missed out on
the natural process of development that occurred in Yucatecan history and, as a result,
lack access to formal employment opportunities. Marginalized populations are mostly
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those who practice subsistence farming and live in rural areas that lack state services,
transport and communication technology. Second, the term “discriminated against”
refers to people whose opportunities to develop and modernize are blocked. While the
term “marginalized” is usually applied to people who do not have access to the inputs of
modernization, namely formal work, “discriminated against” usually refers to people who
already have access to or are trying to access the inputs to modernity. This category
breaks the limited socio-geographic boundaries of marginality to incorporate people
from any part of the state and from any social background. Third, the term “vulnerable”
refers to people who are dependent on something (e.g. the natural environment) or
someone else for survival rather than the fruits of their own formal work. This category
also breaks from the socio-geographic boundaries of marginality to incorporate people
form any part of the state and from any social background. In contrast to situations of
marginality and discrimination, vulnerable groups are mostly spoken of as victims when
their vulnerability is the result of discrimination. The term “modern” is an implied fourth
category that, if spoken about, would refer to Yucatecan populations who fully engage in
the formal economy and the inputs to modernity (Bourdieu 1977). This concept will not
be engaged here, but will be discussed in the next section.
These three overlapping categorical terms for development recipients allow for
the application and practice of social evolutionistic principles. The term “marginalized” is
most frequently associated with directional words that place people of this category on a
uni-linear path to development. Marginalized people are often spoken of as being “left
behind” and “backward,” terms that tend to distinguish them as pre-modern.
“Vulnerable” and “discriminated against,” on the other hand, are often associated with
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stagnation in the process of becoming fully incorporated in modernity, particularly the
modern economy. These groups are imagined to stand on the threshold of modernity in
that they may live in a modern (urbanized) society, use technology, have access to
state services and engage with the formal market as consumers, but lack the
opportunity necessary to fulfill their development destiny as wage-earners in the formal
economy. This becomes apparent as practitioners view their work as “raising” or “lifting”
people out of their condition to help them “move forward.”
Discussion: Each of these manifestations of a realist ontology can be connected
with the structures and agency within the total recursive system of Yucatecan
development. Yucatecan practitioners’ understanding and practice of a realist ontology
is largely influenced by the structure of global development. This is evident in the realist
beliefs of practitioners, which include the universality of human rights and the model of
capitalist fulfillment, the applicability of social evolutionism, and the holistic
understanding of such social processes and situations as marginalization, discrimination
and vulnerability. These beliefs inform positivist practices like the sketching of a state
development scheme and the classification of populations based on their access to the
inputs of modernity and participation in the formal market. Such practices uphold the
positivist structure of Yucatecan development, which derives from the global model.
At the same time, however, Yucatecan practitioners’ understanding and practice
of a realist ontology are also influenced by the structure of Mexican development and
the state’s own democratic structure. Yucatecan practitioners share the belief of
Mexican policymakers that modernization, specifically, is the key to development. This
belief is practiced as Yucatecan policymakers identify marginalization as a key
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development problem. Practitioners follow through with this idea in their own daily
practices by categorizing populations based on their level of and access to modernity
and designing programs based on these categories. Yuctecan practitioners and
policymakers generally express their agency in favor of Yucatecan development
structures that are unique from those at the national level. Yucatecan practitioners likely
adopted the Mexican definition of development not as an expression of agency in favor
of national influence in state development structures but in favor of continued funding
from the Mexican government.
Finally, the democratic structure of the nation and state influence the belief that it
is the state’s responsibility to ensure that every citizen has equal opportunity to develop
and modernize. Holistic categorizations based on economic, social and cultural
conditions allow the state to objectively identify the populations most in need of state
assistance. It is the agency of practitioners that ensures that democratic values find
their way into the structure of Yucatecan development. Of course, fuller participation in
modernity, particularly the modern economy, feeds back into the goals of economic
growth and free market promotion that are favored by global practitioners. Democratic
practices in Yucatecan development thus serve to connect the state with its people, with
its country and, ultimately, with global development.
Yucatan’s Objectivist Epistemology
State development policy and practice support an objectivist epistemology, which
reflects the belief that development experts can and should maintain objectivity in the
investigation of development processes and the identification of development problems
(Guba 1990). The State Development Plan prides itself on being objective as it “clearly
presents the challenges and opportunities [of the state]” and offers the public the
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opportunity to check this objectivity by adhering to the anti-corruption strategy of
transparency (Guerrero Amparán 2005; Heyer 2006; Yucatan 2007b:2,4,8,9,12).
Development practitioners share in this objectivist belief and practice it through their
work in policymaking and in designing, implementing and interpreting the outcomes of
development programs.
Yucatan’s objectivist epistemology is expressed in beliefs and practices that are
overwhelmingly influenced by the structure of global development. The structure of
Mexican development has very little influence in the objectivist expressions and
manifestations of Yucatecan development, which suggests that the political agency of
Yucatecan policy makers played a key role in the structuring of Yucatecan
development. However, the Law of Transparency and Access to Information, which is a
legal structure of the country and state, influences the expressions of objectivism in the
State Development Plan.
Manifestations: The concept of expertise frames the objectivist epistemology of
development practitioners in Yucatan. At the state level, the idea and meaning of
expertise is imbued with the diverse responsibilities one must fulfill as a liaison between
state and citizenry. On one side of practitioners’ work is a ubiquitously insufficient
budget coupled with a political structure that seeks re-election through democratic
practice. On the other side is a pluralistic, voting public with diverse needs. All at once,
practitioners must balance the interaction between society, economy and politics, all the
while being personally engaged in each of these realms through their own employment
and interest in maintaining that employment. The responsibility of development experts
is thus three-fold. First, they must be able to comprehend and work within budgetary
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limitations, requiring the skills of long-term planning and resourcefulness. Second, they
must be able to work with the public in ways that allow them to understand the needs of
various groups, many of which are unfamiliar to practitioners. Third, and most
importantly, they must be able to translate between these two areas of expertise,
requiring the special skills of locating public needs within policy interests and justifying
expenditures while at the same time maintaining voters’ favor. Expertise is therefore
partially defined by one’s ability to simultaneously act as an economist, anthropologist
and politician. The disproportionately high percentage of Yucatecan practitioners with
science, technology, engineering and mathematics degrees corresponds with the
objectivist belief that experts of scientific measure and calculation are most qualified to
perform these various roles.
In a related sense, the holistic theoretical perspective of development, coupled
with a realist ontology and objectivist epistemology, means that development expertise
is also partly defined by training in holistic theory and methods. Those with degrees in
fields that specialize in holistic theory and methods, such as engineering or accounting,
are often automatically accepted as development experts. Although holistically trained
experts are not guaranteed to be any good at their roles as anthropologists and
politicians, it is assumed that their objectivity and holistic perspective will guide them
through these hazards. What occurs is that every role a development practitioner must
play is handled with the same form of expertise, even those that are not improved by or
well-suited to objectivist or holistic treatments. Of course, this research argues that this
mismatch between theory and the demands of practice results in gaps in outcomes at
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each stage of development programs. This will be discussed in more detail in Chapter
6.
Training in holistic theory and methods is essential in being able to visualize
Yucatan’s singular “little d” development reality and in identifying the barriers different
populations face in this process, such as discrimination, marginalization and traditional
culture. However, while identifying the barriers is the first step, the real expertise of a
Yucatecan practitioner is the ability to identify practical problems that can be effectively
addressed from within the state’s limited budget. As one director explained, “My limit is
nothing more than the budget that I have… The rest I can put in black and white and
design the program and say, here is the program, let’s talk about it. When there are
resources, it is possible. When there aren’t, how are we going to proceed?” (personal
correspondence, August 2011). Budget limitations ultimately require practitioners to
narrow larger theoretical problems into more specific practical problems in order to
justify spending.
As is reflected in the global development literature, a problem/solution format
coupled with an emphasis on expertise gives way to a top-down flow of development.
The top-down flow of development is partially a matter of mechanics: once a
government is voted into office, it controls the state and federal funding that makes
programs possible. Practitioners reaffirm this structure in development through their
own practices. For one, practitioners often talk in terms of aid and intervention. Words
like “help,” “assist,” “support” and “attend to” accompany strategies for aiding people in
their development toward a modern ideal. For example, a director explained, “We have
to look for [recipients] and find them and generate public policy to help them, so we can
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abate the backwardness of these communities we have that are so behind” (personal
correspondence, August 2012). The state is responsible for creating public policy that
aids communities in escaping conditions that they were not able to escape on their own.
This top-down thinking on the part of practitioners gives way to a number of
dichotomies in Yucatecan development practice. First and most important is the
us/them dichotomy that also pervades global development theory. In terms of recursive
practice, the us/them dichotomy is a pragmatic separation, with “us” referring to those
who control development funds and “they” referring to populations that receive
development. Non-discursively, however, the definition of development in Yucatecan
policy leads to the practice of a modern/marginalized dichotomy (Giddens 1984). The
state’s primary development goal is to promote modernization and a key strategy for
achieving this goal is the reduction of marginality. Marginality generally refers to rural
subsistence farmers whose geographic isolation limits access to state services, formal
employment and technological inputs that would otherwise help them out of marginality.
As marginalized populations lack access to inputs of modernity, they are understood as
non-modern. “Modern” stands as the logical opposite to marginalization and makes up
an implied fourth category of Yucatecan citizens (Bourdieu 1977). “Us” comes to refer to
those who have access to the inputs of and recursively practice modernity and
incorporates practitioners who both practice and promote modernity. The us/them
dichotomy is therefore the practice of an objectivist epistemology and social
evolutionistic beliefs; “us” refers to experts of modernity while “them” refers to those
caught in a pre-modern state who need help in overcoming the barriers they face to
modernization.
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This modern/marginalized dichotomy and ideas of expertise come into play as
practitioners embrace their responsibility in helping marginalized populations through
modernization. As practitioners are responsible for promoting modernity, they often also
serve as a model of modernity. This was evidenced in the Ecological Stove Program as
one administrator said, “Whether we are breaking their traditions, I don’t know… but
now they are going to learn to use the stove of a normal kitchen, to cook normally”
(personal correspondence, October 2011). This quotation suggests that practitioners’
practices, in this case cooking practices, serve as a standard or model of modernity. He
judges use of state-provided cooking technology to promote “normal cooking,” drawing
a normal/abnormal dichotomy that is based on the practitioner’s experience as the
definition of normality. It is essential to recognize that such value-based dichotomies,
arbitrary as they may seem, are validated by objectivist beliefs in the expertise of
practitioners.
Discussion: Yucatan’s objectivist epistemology is expressed in beliefs and
practices that are overwhelmingly influenced by the structure of global development.
This discussion has highlighted how the global structure influences practitioner beliefs
concerning expertise, the problem/solution format of practitioners’ work and the topdown flow of Yucatecan development. Practitioners support the maintenance of this
structure through their daily practice of dichotomies and the design of programs as
intervention and aid.
Practitioners also express their agency in ways that influence a uniquely
Yucatecan structure of development at the state level. In relation to expertise, the
governor of Yucatan broke from the mold of hiring economists and engineers by
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appointing a sociologist to serve as the director of programs addressing vulnerability.
This sociologist is the only social scientist in a director position of the Secretariat (and
perhaps the only social scientist in the entire staff of the Secretariat) and also maintains
a holistic theoretical perspective of development processes. However, the placement of
a sociologist in a director position suggests recognition that social science perspectives
are useful if not needed in Yucatecan development, and opens space for them to guide
all practices concerning the reduction of vulnerability.
The political agency of Yucatecan policymakers is again suggested in the
conspicuous absence of influence from the Mexican National Development Plan. It is
true that both national and state development policy are influenced by the democratic
political structure, but this democratic tone is presented differently in each Plan. At the
national level, Mexican practitioners and policymakers are included in a Mexican
citizenry that is bound together by an interest in the country’s progress. The State
Development Plan, on the other hand, emphasizes its top-down management of
development, as it concludes that development is made possible through public policy
and that policymaking is the responsibility of the government. The Plan states that the
government will work to incorporate the voices of citizens, but even this inclusive action
maintains a top-down gatekeeping role on the part of the government. It is possible that
the differences in the national and state plans are influenced by the differences in the
PAN and PRI models of governance. The PRI, which governed Yucatan during the
2007-2012 period, is known for its top-down governance, so much so that its similarities
to authoritarianism led to the election of the PAN in the 2000 elections (Haber 2006). As
an opposition party to the top-down governance of the PRI, the PAN took on a political
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persona of democratic unity that is evident in the 2006-2012 National Development
Plan. The state Plan’s emphasis on top-down management of development may
purposefully set Yucatecan PRI politics apart from the PAN politics laid out in the
National Development Plan. In this case, Yucatan’s top-down flow of development is
simultaneously an expression of agency in favor of the global structure and against the
Mexican structure.
Yucatan’s Empirical Experimentalist Methodology
Yucatan’s development policy and practice reflect an empirical experimentalist
methodology that reduces potential expert bias by asking questions in a way that allows
nature to answer (see Guba 1990). State policy upholds the global structure of
development as the State Development Plan (2007b) uses quantitative measures like
statistics and demographic calculations to maintain objectivity through empiricism. Such
calculations support realist beliefs, as their universal applicability and standardization
are used to expose the natural state of reality and the comparative location of
developing populations within this reality. Use of the word “diagnosis” refers to the
objective identification of the problems of development, which is achieved through the
use of calculative measures and use of the scientific method. The influence of the global
development model is obvious as the word “diagnosis” complements the Clinical
Economics proposed by Sachs (2005b:74-89) in the global development literature.
Manifestations: The empirical experimentalism of Yucatecan development
practice is evidenced primarily through the use of the scientific method and calculative
measures. One administrator emphasized the need for practitioners to use empirical
methods for identifying development problems as he said, “You cannot just dream up a
project sitting at your desk” (personal correspondence, August 2011). Such subjectivity
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would allow bias to enter into the process, which threatens the democratic balance on
which Yucatecan practitioners are so focused. This same administrator explained his
preference for the scientific method, which is widely regarded as the premier positivist
methodology for reducing researcher bias and maintaining objectivity. This particular
administrator explained that he begins by hypothesizing a problem, then identifies the
independent and dependent variables to demarcate the boundaries of that problem.
Independent and dependent variables are usually identified through national and/or
state census data that was generated by the National Institute of Statistics and
Geography (INEGI) in years past. In the case of marginalization, for example, statistical
data concerning geography, language, education and employment provide a basis for
practitioners to objectively identify the independent and dependent variables that give
dimension to the problem. Once the problem is identified and envisioned from a holistic
theoretical perspective, practitioners select indicators to measure the gravity of the
situation and the influence of independent and dependent variables. Again, many of
these indicators are found in INEGI data or other previously conducted survey or
census data. Indicators ultimately form the basis of program justification and are
presented in the form of statistics, probabilities, percentages and other quantitative
measures that encapsulate objectivity and are designed to be universally
comprehensible.
When INEGI or other previously gathered data do not contain the information
needed to identify variables and select indicators, Yucatecan practitioners may create
their own tools for objectively capturing new information. Surveys are by far the most
common tool as they simultaneously gather and quantify data that address specific
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questions. Indeed, one of the key purposes of the RedCuidar program was to collect
data on specific dimensions of disability that had not been collected by INEGI or other
statistical organizations. Practitioners frequently explained that INEGI disability research
had not captured the difference between illness and disability, which practitioners
identified as a significant variable in problems associated with vulnerability. The first
phase of RedCuidar aimed to formalize the difference between illness and vulnerability
through one-on-one surveying, which would aid in forming programs that more
accurately fit the needs of disabled citizens.
The scientific method, calculative measures and the use of quantitative tools like
surveys fit within a holistic theoretical perspective. They maintain focus on macro-level
examination and thus function to simplify otherwise complex and contextual social
phenomena. Indeed, a practitioner’s expertise lies in his or her ability to view
development processes and problems through a holistic theoretical perspective and to
devise empirical experimentalist methods for objectively exposing those problems. I had
the experience of witnessing the holism of practitioners at work during the course of this
anthropological research. The field director of the stove program offered to look over the
questions I would be asking to recipients as part of my research. When I provided him a
list of about twenty open-ended, qualitative questions that would serve as a guide
during my interaction with recipients, his expertise went to work. He immediately began
categorizing the questions and, in a matter of moments, had drawn boxes that
demarcated questions relating to recipients’ previous stove, expectations of the state
stove, and actual use of the state stove. He recommended that I restructure the “survey”
into a single sheet, rephrase my questions to solicit closed-ended responses and
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include check boxes to record recipients’ answers. The goal of this restructuring was to
streamline and standardize my interaction with recipients while at the same time
quantifying recipient responses. His ability to quickly and effortlessly quantify and
standardize my research questions speaks to his expertise as a field director in the
positivist structure of Yucatecan development. It is this expertise in the theory and
methods of holism that allows complex situations to be simplified into standardized
quantitative figures.
Again coinciding with the global development literature, economic calculation is a
second, but certainly no less important, empirical method used in the state literature.
Unlike the National Development Plan, which defines poverty in social terms, the state
Plan understands poverty as a purely economic indicator that most commonly refers to
monetary income. Concepts like marginalization, vulnerability and discrimination, on the
other hand, are more social indicators that refer to isolation from state services,
inequality, a lack of opportunities and precarious survival dependence. Even these
become socio-economic indicators in the state’s “rational planning” that seeks to reduce
poverty through the creation of a modern economy (Yucatan 2007b:11). Marginalization
and vulnerability drop in the short term through human capital investments made in
pursuit of modernizing the country to attract foreign investment. High economic growth,
low unemployment and reduced rates of poverty are used as empirical measures of the
otherwise qualitative concept of modernity. Yucatecan development practice supports
the broader goal of economic modernization by designing and implementing programs
that promote employment and investments in the state’s modern, formal economy.
Almost all of the Secretariat’s programs include employment promotion as a main goal
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and those that do not, such as the Ecological Stove Program, often result in the infusion
of state funds into a local business that is paid to make the products recipients will
receive (personal correspondence, October 2011). In this way, Yucatecan development
practice upholds the structure set out by the Millennium Development Project as it
invests in human development and poverty reduction to promote economic growth.
Discussion: Yucatan’s empirical experimentalist methodology closely parallels
that seen in the global development literature. Calculative, empirical methods are used
in Yucatan toward the same ends they are used in the global development literature,
which is to expose reality and the development problems in it and to reduce the entry of
researcher bias. Yucatecan practitioners share the holistic theoretical perspective of
global development and enact this through the expert practices of using macro-level,
quantitative calculation to simplify an otherwise complex and contextual development
reality. This is most obvious in practitioners’ use of surveys and survey data in
determining the dimensions and boundaries of a problem and ultimately designing
programs based on these dimensions. These recursive practices encapsulate
practitioners’ agency in implementing and maintaining structures of global development
in Yucatecan development.
At the same time, several practices within Yucatan’s empirical experimentalist
methodology encapsulate practitioners’ agency in a uniquely Yucatecan structure of
development. First, the explicit use of the scientific method is unparalleled in the global
development literature, which emphasizes calculative measures and economic science
as the preferred methods for reducing researcher bias in the identification of
development problems. The scientific method is capable of incorporating a diversity of
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interdisciplinary data without necessarily simplifying it into quantitative statistics and
measures. While this may suggest Yucatecan practitioners’ recognition of the greater
complexity of development, their use of the scientific method from a purely holistic
theoretical perspective serves to maintain the structure of global development in
Yucatan.
Second, Yucatecan policy and practice again reject the influence of Mexican
structures in the total recursive system of Yucatecan development. Mexico’s National
Development Plan proposes a definition of poverty that involves both social and
economic indicators. Yucatecan policymakers and practitioners, on the other hand, opt
for a strictly economic definition of poverty that mirrors that found in the global literature.
In practicing the global definition, Yucatecan agency is simultaneously expressed in
favor of global structures and against Mexican structures. In a related sense, Yucatecan
practitioners often utilize INEGI data to identify variables and select indicators for
determining the dimensions of Yucatecan development problems. This is to be
expected as INEGI is the nation’s premier statistical agency and thus provides statelevel data that is rivaled by no other organization. Still, Yucatecan policy and practice
frequently utilize other statistical databases such as that of the Organization of
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), a global economic policy institution
with official ties to the United Nations (OECD 2012). Further still, practitioners of the
Secretariat expended considerable resources in collecting their own data through
RedCuidar and frequently cite the gaps in INEGI data as a justification for this
expenditure. Given the state’s limited budget, it is significant that the state was willing to
invest resources in exploring the mere possibility of exposing new development
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problems associated with disability. Again, these practices that reject the influence of
Mexican structures in Yucatecan development may signal the influence of political
agency during a high time of party conflict in Yucatan’s history.
Culture in Yucatecan Development Policy and Practice
Culture as a barrier: Much like the global development literature from which
Yucatan’s realist ontology derives, the State Development Plan treats culture as a
barrier to natural (little d) development. The Plan clearly states its goal to become “a
modern state with possibilities of reaching high levels of economic growth” and
determines that this can be achieved by “breaking the conditions of stagnation and
backwardness, reducing inequalities and offering better productive and social
alternatives to the portion of the population with less opportunity” (Yucatan 2007b:5).
State policy and goals are practiced in the Secretariat as practitioners often emphasize
the reduction of marginality as one of the key interests of the Secretariat. This
discussion has already demonstrated that marginality primarily refers to rural
subsistence farmers whose geographic location limits access to state services, formal
employment and technological inputs that would otherwise help them out of their
marginality. Such groups are imagined to be pre-modern as they are thought to be “left
behind” in a state of “backwardness.”
The theoretical interpretations and practical treatments of culture in Yucatecan
development start with state policy on culture change. The Plan states:
The indigenous population, which even today preserves its centuries-old
customs and culture, deserves the respect of authority, as well as specific
assistance that, without affecting their ancestral values, develop all their
potential of achieving better life conditions. [Yucatan 2007:6]
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Much like Mexico’s National Development Plan, the state Plan understands
culture as something that derives from the past, evident in the use of such adjectives as
“centuries-old” and “ancestral.” The word “preserves” forms a link between past and
present and begins to reveal that the state Plan approaches culture from a holistic
theoretical perspective (Ritzer and Gindoff 1992). That is, the culture that derives from
the past exists today as a structure, or what is referred to in the Plan as a “normative
system” that guides people’s customs, activities, traditions, “ways of viewing and
understanding the world” and “forms of expression” (Yucatan 2007b: 26, 6, 14). Linking
this quotation with the one above, the Plan suggests that these customs and centuriesold culture, however sacred they are, tend to keep indigenous populations in the
“stagnation and backwardness” that has limited the modernization of the workforce and
therefore the economy. Further, the above quotation insinuates that, although
indigenous groups have the potential to achieve “better” living conditions, they are not
developing that potential on their own and need state help to do so. These quotations
suggest that culture is understood as a barrier to “little d” development, as it limits the
potential of Yucatan’s indigenous population to progress toward their imminent
modernity.
The definition of culture from a holistic theoretical perspective continues in
Yucatecan development practice. When asked what culture is, practitioners generally
conclude that it is a structure, derived from the past that guides actions in the present.
For example, as one practitioner of Maya heritage explained, “Culture comes from the
ancient people, from my ancestors and my grandparents and great-parents. They
taught me. They taught my father and he taught me… [Culture] lives in the people who
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understand their past and still conserve their roots and apply them today” (personal
correspondence, August 2011). Another practitioner suggested that culture is a set of
rules that are adopted at birth and guide a person throughout life. He explained that the
cooking practices of stove recipients are difficult to break and went on to say, “I’m telling
you, that is the way they were born, stuck to the ground, and they do not want to
separate from the ground” (personal correspondence, October 2011).
Ideas of victimhood and agency expose practitioners’ competing treatments of
culture in Yucatecan development. On one hand, culture works as a barrier to
modernization so that the “rules” of culture block people from accessing the inputs of
modernity. For example, subsistence farming (understood as a cultural practice in this
discussion and a tradition in the imagination of practitioners) creates barriers in the form
of geographic and social isolation, lack of technology, and poverty, all of which limit
possibilities of modernization. Subsistence farmers are overwhelmingly indigenous,
leading practitioners to believe that subsistence farming is one such cultural rule that
tends to victimize citizens through insistence on a pre-modern lifestyle.
While culture is thought to keep indigenous or pre-modern people from even
imagining a life of modernity, the victimization continues as people attempt to access
the inputs to modernity. A practitioner of Maya heritage expressed the inability to
escape one’s roots as he described his personal perspective as a migrant from a small
town:
Many people go to study in Merida. They enter into a program and rather
than return to their hometowns, they stay in Merida because they get used
to the system. You see it as more comfortable and [you] have
communication [technology]. But you get to a certain point and you want the
“pueblos.” You want to visit and all that and you start stressing out. [You
think] it’s better to return… That happens in my town a lot. Those that are
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there think, I am better off here. I was raised here. I was born here. I am
going to die here. I’m going to make my family here and they are going to
learn to do whatever work I do. And I am going to pass all my beliefs to my
family. [personal correspondence, August 2011]
This quotation expresses the belief that culture presides over a person as it is built into
his or her actions, beliefs and desires from birth. Those who attempt to change this
innate structure by practicing modernity, in this case, often fail as culture pulls them
back to the place and practices into which they were born. Culture victimizes people as
they engage in modernity and see its benefits but cannot break from their cultural rules.
In a competing treatment of culture, “traditional” people are understood as agents
of their own exclusion. Rather than it being cultural rules that keep a person from
accessing the inputs to modernity and adopting modern practices, it is the person who
is unwilling to break from the practices they know best. In discussions of program
failures, practitioners frequently refer to recipients as “stubborn” or “stuck in their ways”
as they express disinterest in adopting new practices or trying new ideas. The perceived
failure of the Ecological Stove Program led to many such accusations toward the
agency of recipients. One practitioner expressed his exasperation as he explained:
There is a cultural problem because, look, you put the ecological stove in
front of them. You show them how to cook with it. They wait very contently.
They see that, indeed, the smoke goes out the back of the house. But they
keep cooking with their three stones and their hanging pot! …it’s cultural.
It’s extremely difficult to change them. [personal correspondence, October
2011]
In this program, practitioners demonstrated the benefits of the stove and believed
recipients would use the stove when they registered to receive the equipment after the
demonstration. When practitioners found that most people were not using their stoves,
recipients explained that the stove was difficult to install and much more difficult to light
than the three-stone hearth they were “used to.” What they were actually saying is that
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the stove demonstration was provided to women, not men, and that women generally
are not responsible for installing such industrial equipment. Those women who
successfully taught their husbands to install the stove ended up having trouble lighting
the fire. They were not alone in this difficulty, as it took one state practitioner and two
engineers who designed and built the stove 45 minutes to light the stove in the
demonstration I was given. However, practitioners interpreted recipient responses from
a holistic perspective and thus understood recipients to be confirming that 1) use of the
three-stone hearth is a cultural rule and 2) they were unwilling to put the time and effort
into lighting the ecological stove because of this cultural rule. The misinterpretation of
recipients as stubborn and stuck in their ways thus derives from practitioners’ holistic
theoretical perspective of culture and leads to the conclusion that recipients are often
agents of their own marginality.
In these ways, culture comes to be theoretically interpreted as a barrier both to
“little d” and “Big D” development. Such situations serve to re-enforce practitioners’
interpretation of culture from a holistic theoretical perspective, obvious as culture is now
a commonly cited and unquestioningly accepted excuse for program failure. A realist
ontology coupled with a holistic theoretical perspective ultimately leads to the practical
treatment of culture as both a victimizing and agent-related barrier to development. This
treatment not only provides a ready-made scapegoat to salvage reputations in the event
of project failure, it also gives way to a ready-made justification for continued
intervention against marginalization.
Culture as a problem: Yucatan’s objectivist epistemology gives way to the
interpretation of culture as a problem development must solve. As culture is theoretically
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interpreted in state policy as a barrier to natural development, the top-down engineering
processes of development aim to identify and resolve culture problems that inhibit
modernization and development. This translates to Yucatecan development practice as
practitioners are understood as experts in their ability to visualize Yucatan’s
development reality and identify practical, affordable problems within it. Of course, the
objectivist epistemology of Yucatecan development practice means that expertise
largely boils down to the ability to think and practice from a holistic and especially
positivistic theoretical perspective.
The expertise of development practitioners allows them to identify culture as a
problem development must solve in order to meet the state’s democratic goal of
ensuring that all populations have access to the inputs of modernity and especially
employment in the modern economy. An objectivist epistemology guides the practices
that manifest from this problem identification. Most importantly, ideas of expertise and
us/them dichotomies give way to cultural value judgments on the part of Yucatecan
practitioners. The most obvious of these dichotomies is the modern/marginalized
dichotomy that was previously discussed. In this dichotomy, practitioners (us) are
members of Yucatan’s modern population as they have access to the inputs of
modernity and recursively practice modernity. They stand in contrast to marginalized
populations (them) who are judged to be “backward,” “behind” or “stagnant” as they lack
access to the inputs of modernity and instead maintain a “traditional” culture.
In the absence of objective measures of culture and the role of culture in
development, practitioners must use their expertise in holistic theory to identify which
populations are in need of assistance in overcoming culture problems. Experts tend to

157

combine empirical observation with pre-conceived cultural ideas of what separates
modern from non-modern. “Traditional” culture generally becomes defined by the
practices that are observable to practitioners. Those practices that are foreign to the
practitioner’s own recursive system of modernity become the subject of scrutiny.
Problems are justified when these traditional practices can be linked with statistical
indicators of broader problems.1 One example is provided in the Ecological Stove
Program in which the (recursive) practice of cooking with a three-stone hearth was
linked with health and environmental problems documented through global-, nationaland state-level statistics (Crewe and Harrison 2002; GIRA 2004; SEMARNAT and INE
2009). The linkage of subsistence farming with economic calculations such as poverty
and income inequality offers another example common in Yucatecan practice. The
cultural value judgment lies in the fact that the recursive practices of modernity are not
held to the same scrutiny. Indeed, most practitioners do not recognize their own
practices as cultural and tend to imagine modernity as a cultureless space. The state’s
goal of realizing a modern economy gives practitioners a sort of tunnel vision that
encourages them to target traditional practices as inherently negative and promote
modern practices as inherently positive.
In the top-down, problem/solution format of development, culture transforms from
a barrier within “little d” development to a problem that “Big D” development efforts must
address in order to set recipient populations back on track to realizing their development
destiny. One practitioner clearly summarizes how the culture problem must be

1

It should be noted that, although practitioners tend to focus on practices as outward expressions of
culture, their holistic theoretical perspective limits their understanding of these practices as recursive
practices that encapsulate the relationship between agency and structures in a total system.
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addressed as he explains, “We found many barriers, for instance the cultural barrier.
The culture of these people does not allow us many things. It [requires] a stage of
changing mentalities and culture…” [personal correspondence, January 2012]. Words
such as “educate/teach,” “change,” “insist,” and “make conscious of” are ways of
expressing strategies for intervention. Practitioners explain that people often do not
realize that their way of life and living conditions could be improved by development and
modernization. These people, who are more often than not marginalized rural
subsistence farmers, must be shown “better” alternatives. For example, one practitioner
of the stove program explained, “It is just a matter of insisting that they are in a better
condition, definitely…” (personal correspondence, October 2011). At the same time,
practitioners recognize the difficulty of addressing culture problems. On the subject of
changing culture, one practitioner explained, “…this is not something you do overnight.
History does not skip around. It has to be processes – processes, processes, processes
– in order to get results” (personal correspondence, January 2012). Whereas other
problems might be addressed through short-term intervention or one-off aid programs,
undoing what is perceived to be an age-old structure of traditions and customs takes
time and effort.
Culture as a distraction: Unlike the global development literature that avoids
culture as a distraction in development through its empirical experimentalist
methodology, Yucatecan practitioners and policymakers suggest that culture may be a
distraction, but it is a worthy distraction. The State Development Plan explicitly
recognizes that culture should be protected in efforts to modernize the workforce and,
like the Mexican National Development Plan, proposes preservation as a strategy. This
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concern for culture seems inconsistent with the treatment of culture as a problem
development must solve, but can be explained through the mismatch between the use
of holistic theory and methods and the goals that guide Yucatecan development. Much
like in the National Development Plan, Yucatan’s holistic understanding of culture as a
structure or set of rules that derives from one’s past leads to the idea that culture can be
protected through preservation measures. The Institute for the Development of Maya
Culture (INDEMAYA) was created for this purpose of preservation while various statesponsored events throughout the year celebrate traditional culture. One such event recreates a Maya ceremony called Janal Pixan or Food of the Spirits (Figure 5-1).

Figure 5-1 A view of Janal Pixan in the main plaza of Merida
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Although the event occurs during Mexico’s Day of the Dead celebrations during
early November, the state government aims to preserve the uniquely Maya aspects of
the holiday. The main plaza becomes an eclectic Maya village as individual
communities build model homes of wood and thatch and often even complete the scene
with live animals and laundry hanging on a line to dry. Women in huipiles cook tortillas
and soups over a three-stone hearth. That there are no ecological stoves in use at this
event highlights the state’s holistic belief that culture can be preserved even against the
state’s own efforts at modernizing “traditional” culture.
The roles of individual secretariats and institutes within the state government
maintain the division of labor in handling culture. INDEMAYA is an institute of
preservation and does not engage in modernization (INDEMAYA n.d.). Likewise, the
Secretariat is a development agency and does not engage in preservation. Although
these treatments of culture may seem contradictory, they are understandable in the
context of Yucatan’s holistic theory and its support of the global structure of
development. Yucatan’s concern for culture at the state level further supports the
aforementioned point that culture becomes less avoidable at more local levels of
development. Practitioners at the global level increasingly find themselves in the
conundrum of mismatched theory and goals in the Millennium Development Project, but
overcome the problem by avoiding cultural considerations where possible and co-opting
anthropological perspectives only in contained spaces when absolutely necessary.
Policy and practice at more local levels and in democratic contexts do not have this
luxury and instead suffer from the lack of global structures on this important challenge in
their work. They are forced to handle culture with the holistic theory they have, even if it
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is not complete or seems inconsistent. Cultural preservation is the direct result of
Yucatan’s holistic theory and, in the context of Yucatecan democracy, has been
effective in demonstrating the state’s concern for the cultural diversity of its citizens.
The same conundrum is evident within the Secretariat and has put practitioners’
expertise to the test. The expertise of Yucatecan practitioners derives, in part, from their
ability to identify practical, affordable problems and create programs to address these
problems. Previous attempts to address culture problems using the holistic, empirical
methods described in the previous section led to gaps in anticipated and actual results.
For instance, connecting the practice of cooking with a three-stone hearth to health
issues and environmental degradation overlooked other important elements of recipient
culture that discouraged use of the ecological stove. These gaps suggest that culture
problems are not practical, at least not in the development context where expertise is
defined by the mastery of holistic theory and methods. Further, in the struggle to close
these gaps, practitioners have concluded that culture problems must be addressed
through long-term intervention in recipient communities and aid programs that involve
training and an extended follow-up period. These types of programs test the limits of
program affordability, and budgeting committees that prefer objective justifications and
quantifiable results are less likely to approve these types of exploratory programs.
Yucatecan practitioners who are both professionally and politically motivated to
meet the needs of citizens find themselves between a rock and a hard place; they
recognize the importance of understanding the role of culture in development but the
empirical experimentalist structure of Yucatecan development limits them from taking on
such a project without guaranteed results. At the same time, practitioners question their

162

own ability to even understand cultural phenomena as it has proven elusive to the
holistic methodologies with which they are most familiar. This is largely due to the
holistic definition of culture as an invisible structure or an unstandardized set of
unspoken rules that derives from the past and guides the beliefs and behaviors of
traditional populations. Most elements of this definition – past, beliefs, invisibility, lack of
standardization – confound practitioners who are trained in holistic and specifically
positivist methods. In effect, practitioners feel ill-equipped for the multi-faceted and
seemingly unpredictable challenges culture presents.
Outline of Practitioner Culture in Yucatan
This discussion of the influences of global development theory in Yucatecan
development policy and practice has provided a foundation for outlining the culture of
Yucatecan practitioners. Chapter 2 laid out a practice-oriented concept of culture in
which recursive practices are understood to capture and embody the relationship
between agents and structures in a total recursive system. This section highlights the
recursive practices of Yucatecan development that embody the relationship between
development practitioners and development structures in the total recursive system of
Yucatecan development. These recursive practices ultimately outline the culture of
practitioners, which is the first step in determining the role of practitioner and recipient
culture in each of three stages of development programs in Yucatan.
The first two recursive practices of Yucatecan practitioners were highlighted in
the previous discussion of Yucatan’s realist ontology. They are the provision of the
inputs to modernity and, most importantly, the promotion of formal work among
marginalized, vulnerable and discriminated against populations. These recursive
practices are informed by the positivist structure of global development, which promotes
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the application of universal principles that locate every population in a single
development reality. The promotion of modernity and a modern economy are linked with
the provision of universal human rights and self-fulfillment through participation in global
capitalism. These recursive practices inform the state’s structure of development,
whereby development is understood as the process of realizing a modern economy.
The agency of practitioners in relation to this recursive practice is expressed through
program design. Chapter 6 illustrates that practitioners design programs around the
recursive practices of providing the inputs to modernity and promoting formal work
among marginalized, vulnerable and discriminated against groups. The design and
implementation of these programs establishes Yucatan as a democratic state making
progress toward development as they offer opportunities for modernization to those
populations who were disadvantaged in the unequal distribution of global processes.
The second two recursive practices of Yucatecan practitioners were highlighted
in the previous discussion of Yucatan’s objectivist epistemology. They are the
identification of barriers to development and the identification of problems that can be
addressed by the state. These recursive practices are informed by the holistic, positivist
structure of global development in which expertise relates to one’s ability to simplify
complex and contextual social phenomena (like development, marginalization and
vulnerability) through macro-level examination. These recursive practices inform the
state’s structure of development, which imagines “Big D” development to follow a topdown, problem/solution format. The agency of practitioners perpetuates the continuity of
the global structure in Yucatan’s total recursive system of development as they utilize
their holistic theoretical perspective (expertise) to identify problems that can be

164

addressed in a top-down, problem/solution format. In addition, the agency of
practitioners is again expressed through program design. Chapter 6 illustrates that
practitioners design programs around the recursive practices of identifying and solving
practical, affordable problems. The design and implementation of these programs
establishes Yucatan as a democratic state making progress toward development as
they break down the barriers that are thought to keep marginalized, vulnerable and
discriminated against people from realizing the universal development destiny of
modernity.
The final two recursive practices of Yucatecan practitioners were highlighted in
the previous discussion of Yucatan’s empirical experimentalist methodology. They are
the use of the scientific method and calculative measures to 1) identify marginalized,
vulnerable and discriminated against populations and 2) determine their specific needs.
These recursive practices are informed by the positivist structure of global development,
which necessitates empirical methods to reduce the entry of researcher bias. These
recursive practices inform the state’s democratic structure of development, as they
promote transparency in the selection of populations based on objective measures of
need and also identify practical needs that can be addressed by the state. The agency
of practitioners in relation to these recursive practices is expressed through their
simultaneous professional and political motivation to accurately identify the populations
that need assistance and the dimensions of that need. It is through this agency that the
empirical experimentalist methodology of global development is perpetuated in
Yucatan’s total recursive system of development. Again, the agency of practitioners is
also expressed through program design. Chapter 6 illustrates that practitioners design
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programs based on identified needs and select recipient populations based on their
categorization as marginalized, vulnerable or discriminated against. The design and
implementation of these programs establishes Yucatan as a democratic state making
progress toward development as they fairly and accurately distribute development
assistance.
In concluding this chapter, it is important to point out some key contributions that
derive from this discussion and promote the goals of the next chapter. First, the journey
from global to local development has suggested that development is, in and of itself, a
total recursive system, as it is built by practices that encapsulate the relationship
between agents and structures. Each chapter of this journey has outlined the total
recursive system at each of the global, national and local levels. This final chapter has
focused on Yucatan’s total recursive system of development. It is a system
characterized by its holistic theory and positivist paradigm, but also by its democratic
ideals. Each of these characteristics, including those democratic characteristics of
fairness and transparency, enter into Yucatan’s total recursive system of development
through the recursive practices of Yucatecan agents as they interact with state, national
and global structures.
Second, the holistic theoretical perspective of development would suggest that
practitioners and policymakers are the exclusive agents of Yucatecan development and
this discussion has not yet suggested otherwise. It is the mission of the next chapter to
emphasize that practitioners are only one group of agents that influence the structure
and character of Yucatecan development through recursive practices. Recipients make
up the other group of agents and are equally influential in the total recursive system of
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Yucatecan development, particularly because of its democratic character. Thus, while it
might seem that this discussion has outlined the culture of development by identifying
the recursive practices within development policy and practice, it has really only outlined
half of the cultural panorama. Use of the paradigm framework has roughly outlined
practitioner culture at each of the global, local and national levels, while this closing
section has provided a more detailed description of the culture of Yucatecan
practitioners. The next chapter fills in the other half of development’s cultural panorama
as it engages recipient culture in the reconceptualization of development programs as
cultural encounters.
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CHAPTER 6
DEVELOPMENT PROGRAMS AS CULTURAL ENCOUNTERS
This chapter analyzes three development programs of the state government of
Yucatan as encounters between practitioner and recipient culture. Each program is
introduced through a brief description that situates the program in relation to the global,
national and state development policies that led to its initiation. Each program will then
be discussed in relation to one of three stages of program completion including data
collection and design, implementation, and outcomes. These stages are not
scientifically distinct, but are differentiated by the types of encounters that occurred
throughout the life of each program. The data collected on each program spanned all
three stages of program completion; however, each program was selected to represent
the stage that was observed by the researcher during the fieldwork period.
Using the encounters approach laid out in Chapters 1 and 2, each of the three
stages will be analyzed in terms of the actual encounters or interactions that occurred
throughout that stage. Stages and encounters within them are treated as interactions
between two development agents, practitioners and recipients, and are analyzed from
each cultural perspective. The discussion identifies the recursive practices that guided
encounters and examines the social structures and expressions of agency that
influence those practices. The cultural perspectives of each encounter are then
compared to expose the cultural negotiation that took place during the encounter and
how this negotiation manifested in the anticipated and actual results of the program.
RedCuidar
The Official Registry of People with Disabilities, also known as RedCuidar
(Safety Net), is a two-phase program to consolidate disability databases toward the
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Table 6-1. Summary of holistic and relational results from each program

Holistic
Interpretation

Relational
Interpretation

RedCuidar
• Interpreted as a
success by practitioners
• Collected sound,
systematic data
• Objectively justified
need for intervention
• Broad reach of data
interpreted as a
distraction by some
practitioners and an
asset by others

Bakers Program
• Interpreted as a success
by practitioners
• 94 percent of participants
completed the course
• Program now meets
needs of three vulnerable
groups, rather than just
one
• High interest in second
phase of the program

Ecological Stove Program
• Interpreted as a failure
by practitioners
• Only one of the 81
recipients interviewed
used the stove as
anticipated by
practitioners
• 66 percent were not
using stove a year after
delivery
• 32 percent were using
the stove, but not as
anticipated by
practitioners

• Top-down format of
encounters limited
interaction between
practitioners and
respondents
• Collected data in a
vacuum free of
respondent culture
• Proved respondents
needed what the state
had to give
• Broad reach of data
was an asset to the
program

• Work promotion objective
was most effective
among those who were
already employed
• High interest in objective
promoting alternative
social networks
• Low interest in objective
promoting alternative
routine
• Few encounters between
practitioners and
participants resulted in
many alternative uses of
the program

• 32 percent of recipients
interviewed were using
the stove to meet their
needs a year after
delivery
• Further, 85 percent of
these recipients were
using the stove in ways
that met program goals
• 65 percent were
currently using the stove
or had used it prior to
the interview
• Stove malfunctions and
safety concerns were
cited as top two reasons
for abandoning the
stove

improvement of life conditions for disabled citizens. Such a program would be the first of
its kind in Mexico and would therefore distinguish Yucatan as a state uniquely
concerned with reducing poverty and increasing the quality of life among this vulnerable
population. The program began in January 2011 as a one-year pilot program to
establish the need for and feasibility of creating a single, statewide disability database.
The first phase of this pilot program ran from January to October 2011 and focused on
registering disabled citizens from five of Yucatan’s 103 municipalities. The program
began when the program director met with heads of other state agencies and medical
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professionals to design a two page survey consisting primarily of close-ended
questions. Field practitioners then collaborated with municipal and state agencies to
identify disabled citizens who had been or were currently registered in one of the many
extant disability databases across the state. State practitioners trained and led teams of
municipal practitioners to communities where they worked together to simultaneously
conduct disability surveys and register disabled citizens into RedCuidar.
Between November 2011 and January 2012, practitioners planned for the
second phase of the program, which would utilize the survey data to verify the needs of
disabled citizens and elaborate a variety of corresponding projects to address these
needs. A state budget meeting took place in January 2012 where practitioners proposed
and requested funding for specially tailored assistance projects such as medical
diagnosis missions, labor-training, financial assistance for small businesses and
provision of educational materials. Unfortunately, RedCuidar did not receive funding in
the 2012 budget and both phases of the program were put on hold indefinitely until
resources could be located. This research examined the final three months of the first
phase of RedCuidar and gathered rough data on project design.
Program Origins
The origins of the program illustrate the influence of global and national
structures at the state level, but also identify RedCuidar as a uniquely Yucatecan
program. The Millennium Development framework does not explicitly incorporate care
for disabled people. Rather, the goals are focused more heavily on the prevention of
illness and certain health-related accidents and do not specifically mention the
prevention of disability even though this would be an associated result. When asked
where the idea for RedCuidar originated, the program director cited international
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frameworks other than the MDGs, particularly universal human rights and the
international rights of disabled people. He continued this emphasis on universality by
pointing out humans’ inherent susceptibility to disability. The state has an obligation to
provide special attention to disabled people, if not because it is mandated at the global
level, then for the humble recognition that anyone could become disabled and find
themselves needing special attention (personal correspondence, August 2011). This
administrator’s perspective on the subject derives from his own experience with an
acquired motor disability.
The Mexican National Development Plan (2007) is very explicit about how
disability should be incorporated into development efforts. In the Plan, disabled people
are recognized as one of several “vulnerable” groups who require special attention in
the promotion of equal opportunity (2007:214). The Plan begins to recognize the need
for a disability database like RedCuidar as it states that federal, state and municipal
governments will be coordinated “with the intention of offering the most integral help
possible and ruling out the possibility of incurring duplicities in attention” (Poder
Ejecutivo Federal 2007:215). The Plan goes on to specify a database like RedCuidar as
a first step in achieving this objective. It states:
A national diagnostic (census) will be conducted about people with
disabilities and their families to know how many there are, how old they are,
what disability they have, where they live [and] what services they receive,
with the goal of putting in march national and state programs that bring
them better opportunities for personal, family and social development.
[Poder Ejecutivo Federal 2007:216]
Interestingly, Yucatecan practitioners do not mention this federal objective as a source
of inspiration for RedCuidar even though they frequently quote it almost word for word.
Rather than give credit to the National Development Plan, they instead focus on the
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conclusion that Yucatan would be the first state in Mexico to implement a single,
statewide disability registry. Much like the National Development Plan (Poder Ejecutivo
Federal 2007), the State Development Plan (2007b) recognizes disabled people as a
vulnerable group and lays out specific measures for promoting equal opportunity,
encouraging fuller community participation and improving policies and programs for
disabled people. The Plan does not, however, mention a disability database or the
coordination of various state and federal agencies to provide full and non-overlapping
benefits to disabled citizens. The connection of RedCuidar to global frameworks rather
than national initiatives suggests an expression of political agency on the part of
Yucatecan practitioners.
The Role of Practitioner Culture in Data Collection and Program Design
The first phase of RedCuidar provides an example of the data collection and
design stage of Yucatecan development programs. The initial design of the survey put
practitioners of the Secretariat in direct collaboration with program directors of other
state agencies. These meetings constituted recursive encounters among development
experts, which ultimately served to re-enforce a positivist framework. After the survey
was designed and approved, practitioners began working with municipal practitioners to
survey and register program recipients. This period resulted in recursive encounters
between state and municipal practitioners but, more importantly, cross-cultural
encounters between practitioners and program recipients. The final step of the first
phase of RedCuidar involved data analysis and the elaboration of various projects
tailored to meet those needs of disabled people that emerged from the data. This final
step involved encounters only among state practitioners of the Secretariat. This section
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examines these encounters to identify the role of practitioner and recipient culture in the
data collection and design phase of a state development program.
Encounters among state practitioners: The initial encounters of RedCuidar
consisted of official meetings among the various state institutions that have a stake in
streamlining a disability database and collecting integrative data on Yucatan’s disabled
citizens. These institutions, recognized as agents in the total recursive system of
Yucatecan development, included the Secretariat, the Secretariat of Health, the Institute
for the Development of Maya Culture and a state agency charged with the integral
protection of the family (DIF). A few outside area specialists, such as a priest and a
medical doctor, were also consulted to edit and add questions. These initial encounters
among development experts focused on creating a survey, which will be analyzed as an
artifact of practitioner culture. To clarify, “artifact” in this research refers to the physical
or conceptual product of recursive practices and is thus shaped by the relationship
between agency and structure in a total recursive system. In this case, the survey, as
an artifact, is shaped by practitioners’ agency in the perpetuation, modification or
rejection of structures in the total recursive system of Yucatecan development.
The encounter through which the survey was created served as a site in which
practitioners negotiated and ultimately upheld the positivist structure of development.
From the outset, the creation of a statewide database reflects the realist ontological
belief in one reality that can be known to those investigating it. To practitioners,
disability is part of a single medical reality that can be extrapolated and differentiated
from a complex backdrop of social, economic and geographic elements. One of the key
purposes of forming the registry is to capture “precise data” to allow practitioners to

173

understand this reality “exactly” (personal correspondence, August 2011 and
September 2011). In an epistemological sense, encounters dealing with survey design
were already imbued with a structure of positivism as the meetings were open only to
practitioners whose expertise derives from their ability to think holistically and enact the
tenets of positivism in their daily work. The formation of a universalizing database
further solidified their expertise within this positivist structure. The creation of the
database both derived from and served to re-enforce the positivist structure of
Yucatecan development by engaging development experts in the project of capturing
Yucatan’s medical reality.
Finally, the creation of a survey as an instrument for capturing reality reflects the
empirical experimentalist methodology of a positivist framework. The two-page survey,
consisting of approximately 80 closed-ended questions grouped into 14 thematic areas,
promotes the holistic understanding of disability in Yucatan. For example, the survey
asks respondents (or perhaps the survey taker) to classify their disabilities into one of
five categories, including motor, auditory, language, cognitive or visual disability. When
asked why this question was framed in a close-ended format with only five options, the
RedCuidar program director within the Secretariat explained that all disabilities can be
categorized within these five options (personal correspondence, September 2011).
Such closed-ended questioning derives from the objectivist belief that a single reality
can be objectively known while the categorization of disability on the survey holistically
standardizes the data that will be used to design programs.
Encounters between state and municipal practitioners: After designing the
survey, practitioners of the Secretariat began working with municipal practitioners to
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survey and register program recipients. Participant-observation of training sessions and
surveying allowed for the examination of encounters between state and municipal
practitioners. In order to begin surveying in a municipality, Secretariat practitioners first
approached municipal authorities to explain the goals of RedCuidar and to request
cooperation from the municipal offices of each of the state agencies that participated in
the original design of the survey. All five municipalities granted the Secretariat full
access and allocated between ten and twenty municipal-level practitioners to assist in
surveying program recipients.
Encounters between state and municipal practitioners took place through training
sessions in which diverse agents recursively practiced the positivist structure of
development. The goal of the sessions was to communicate the importance of creating
a statewide database, introduce municipal practitioners to the survey form and train
them how to appropriately record information on the form. The encounter embodied the
top-down structure of development. State practitioners, whose expertise derives from
their work at the broader state level as well as their participation in the design of the
program, led these training sessions to diffuse that expertise to municipal practitioners.
Training sessions also solidified a dichotomy between practitioners and recipients that
would ultimately structure practitioner-recipient encounters. In the session, practitioners
were trained to act as objective extractors of information. Respondents were cast as the
logical opposite of expertise as they are recognized as speaking subjectively from their
own perspective. The survey form both physically and scientifically re-enforced this
dichotomy. In a physical sense, the form itself would create an opaque barrier between
practitioner and recipient. In a scientific sense, the survey was designed to minimize the
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entry of qualitative information. The liminal position of municipal practitioners in this
dichotomy created potential openings through which subjective data could enter into the
data. That is, municipal practitioners’ residency in the area provided them experiential
knowledge of respondents’ qualitative answers and their yet unrefined expertise in
objective data collection could allow for this subjectivity to enter into the survey data.
Training sessions aimed to plant municipal practitioners firmly on the expert side of the
expert/respondent dichotomy, which would make for more objective data collection
during survey encounters.
Practitioners highlighted the need for these training sessions while reviewing the
answers that were recorded on a survey taken by a municipal practitioner. When this
practitioner asked a mother how her child acquired a cognitive disability, the mother
responded, “with bad news” (Survey #5008). The municipal practitioner, herself a native
of the rural municipality where the respondent lives, recorded this factual information to
be input into the database by state practitioners. A state practitioner familiar with Mayan
medicinal practices explained that the mother was likely recounting the diagnosis
provided to her by a local healer who determined that the child was so deeply disturbed
by a message or omen that she lost the ability to speak and process information. An
example of an omen might be the “chocolate sound,” a rustling of leaves that sounds
like hands rubbing together, which signals that bad things will happen (personal
correspondence, September 2011). Other state practitioners charged with inputting the
data scoffed and criticized the unnamed municipal employee for cluttering their data
with superstition. One state practitioner explained that the training session provided
strategies for “correcting for” such responses, such as asking follow up questions that
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elicit details of the scenario in which the disability manifested. This negligence on the
part of the municipal practitioner meant that state employees would have to estimate the
“medical diagnosis” while inputting the data into the online database.
RedCuidar as a Cultural Encounter
After the training session, practitioners were arranged into teams and each team
was assigned the task of locating and surveying/registering all disabled citizens in an
assigned community. The encounters that were created through the survey process are
of particular interest in this research, as they constitute the only encounters between
practitioners and respondents in the data collection and design phase of programs.
Although practitioners understood their interaction with respondents from their own
cultural perspective as a unidirectional fact-finding interview, the encounters approach
recognizes this process as a cultural encounter in which the cultural perspectives of
respondents and practitioners interact in real time.
The role of practitioner culture: From practitioners’ perspective, every
encounter with a respondent was the same as it was standardized both by the survey
and practitioners’ objectivity. This standardization was double ensured as practitioners
enforced the top-down or unidirectional structure of the encounter. The encounter
began as the practitioner introduced himself or herself and his or her team and
explained the purpose of the encounter, which was to register the individual as part of a
larger program to streamline disability databases into a single, statewide database. The
practitioner usually did not ask the potential respondent if he or she would like to
participate in the survey, but immediately asked if the respondent could produce his or
her identification and disability card. Recording the information from the cards initiated
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the survey process. After returning the card, the practitioner would simply follow the
survey.
Although the training session encouraged practitioners to explicitly ask each and
every question and verify the responses with observations when possible, state
practitioners themselves rarely upheld this standard. For one, some data could be
drawn through observation, such as the construction materials of the respondent’s
home when the survey was conducted at that location. Practitioners also took some
liberty in applying their knowledge of the area, as they often marked certain unverified
information based on assumption. For instance, practitioners often marked that a
respondent living in a wooden, thatch-roofed house did not have a bathroom, but did not
actually ask the respondent. When asked why this assumption was made, practitioners
drew from their past experience with these “traditional” homes and often cited a state
program that provided bathrooms to reduce gastro-intestinal infections in rural areas.
Whether this was an accurate conclusion or not, the practitioner introduced the potential
for subjectivity by applying his or her own expertise in place of verification.
One open-ended question specifically elicited a qualitative response, but these
responses were ultimately subject to practices of expertise and the maintenance of a
top-down survey structure. This final question on the survey simply asked the
respondent if he or she had any further comments. Most respondents did not have any
further comments, an expression of agency that will be discussed below. However,
when a respondent did have further comments, the practitioner was responsible for
assessing whether it would be included on the form and if so, which elements. One
state practitioner said that, in general, only information pertaining to the specific needs
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of the respondent was recorded (personal correspondence, January 2012). Generally
these needs referred to specific equipment, therapy, operations, economic help and
other needs that were elicited elsewhere on the form. Some comments that were
typically censored by practitioners were those expressing gratitude, frustration and
skepticism of the state’s efforts. This open-ended question allowed a small space for
subjective expressions of agency. However, the expert handling of responses
standardized them in support of the recursive practices of 1) objectively determining
needs and 2) retooling them into problems that can be addressed by the state.
As was previously mentioned, practitioners entered into these encounters with
the expectation of conducting an objective, fact-finding mission that would ultimately
determine the reality of disability in Yucatan. As such, their practices during the
encounter reflected the positivist cultural framework from which the program was
designed in the first place. Practitioners themselves dichotomized between practitioners
and respondents on the basis of objectivity and expertise, recognizing the possibility
that respondents would speak subjectively from within their own cultural framework that
presumably differed quite drastically from that of practitioners. In dichotomizing between
practitioners and respondents, practitioners are aware of the cultural differences they
face. At the same time, however, they are so confident in the ability of the survey and
development experts to weed out cultural distortion that they continue to understand the
survey not as an encounter but as an extractive mission.
The role of respondent culture: Respondents also recognize the extractive
nature of the survey and generally support the positivist mission of the survey through
their voluntary participation. However, it is essential to recognize that this voluntary
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participation is not an expression of agency in favor of the positivist structure of
development, but of specific recursive practices of state development. In general,
respondents support the efforts of the state in determining their needs and forming
programs that address these needs. In the case of disabled citizens who are in frequent
contact with state agencies, these practitioner visits are commonplace and often yield
much needed materials and programs. At times, programs yield unneeded materials or
insist upon the adoption of ideas and practices that do not meet respondents’ most
immediate needs, but many rural Yucatecans are willing to give any program a try and
actively participate in the top-down structure of surveys. It is out of this support and
desire to receive state programs that respondents voluntarily participate in surveys like
RedCuidar.
Experiential knowledge of the structure of development not only allows many
respondents to expect certain behavior from practitioners, it also encourages them to
respond to practitioners’ visits in a very specific way. In more social visits, respondents
tend to smile, speak loudly, make frequent eye contact and engage the visitor in
conversation, asking questions and providing detail about his or her experience. If the
visitor has not already entered the home, the host(ess) does not invite him or her in but
leaves the doorway with the expectation that the visitor will follow. This performance
was extremely rare in the survey phase of RedCuidar, as most respondents saw an
unfamiliar face wearing a shirt typical of government workers and the recognizable
survey form cued respondents’ top-down survey practices.
Respondents already understand that practitioners are not social visitors who are
interested in a natural conversation about health and well-being. Rather, they are there
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to collect specific information and may decide not to provide the program if they are
sidetracked by attempted conversation or unsolicited opinions. Instead of engaging in a
relational encounter like they would with a social visitor, respondents perform what they
have come to understand as the top-down structure of development. This performance
is most often characterized by a respectful distance, a serious and demure tone, limited
eye contact and short answers in Spanish (not Mayan). To avoid a completely sterile
interaction, the respondent often invites practitioners to come inside out of the heat and
offers them a place to sit. In this way, the respondent consciously expresses his or her
agency in support of the top-down structure of development in which practitioners
reward what appears to be passive cooperation.
While many respondents supported the top-down structure of development by
participating in the survey along the expectations of practitioners, others expressed their
agency in favor of a more relational structure. These respondents recognize the
unidirectional design of the survey, but take advantage of the fact that survey-takers are
human beings (and government employees, no less) who are capable of listening to
qualitative responses. Answers in these situations are longer with greater eye contact
and a more confident tone that conveys one’s opinion of the proposed program. These
actions may be accompanied by expressions of gratitude to the governor for caring
about their needs or frustration at the government’s unmet promises.
Varied responses in these situations suggested that respondents may have
interpreted development practitioners as serving one of two roles. In one interpretation,
they are recognized as agents of the total recursive system of development as they
collect data to offer programs. In another interpretation, they are recognized as agents
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of the democratic system of governance and have both interest in and the responsibility
of listening to constituents’ subjective perspective. Changes in perceived roles influence
the relationship between the two agents participating in the survey and thus influence
the respondent’s practices during the encounter. This dual interpretation may result
from the temporal context in which this research was conducted, as the RedCuidar
surveys were being conducted in late 2011, just months before the 2012 campaign
season began. Whether respondents’ practice of a more relational encounter is typical
or simply indicative of the political context is unknown. For the purposes of this
research, expressions of agency in favor of a more relational encounter suggest that
some respondents recognize some degree of their own agency in the total recursive
system of Yucatecan development.
These differing practices and perceptions demonstrate that the survey engages
respondents in an encounter with state practitioners that encompasses the interactive
relationship between structure and agency. Respondents generally do not share in
practitioners’ culture as development professionals, requiring them to approach the
encounter from their own culture and through their own recursive practices. The longterm practice of development in rural areas of Yucatan has introduced many rural
residents to the positivist structure of development. However, each new encounter
provides a space in which respondents may choose to re-enforce, modify or reject those
structures through practice. In this research, no one surveyed for RedCuidar chose to
reject the structure by refusing to participate in the survey. Thus, from practitioners’
perspective, the cooperation of respondents served to re-enforce the positivist
development structure. From respondents’ perspective, the recursive practice of

182

participating in the survey re-enforced the structure of giving and receiving between
state and citizen. Some respondents practiced encounters to support a unidirectional
structure of giving while others, albeit the minority, expressed their agency in favor of a
more relational state-citizen encounter. These latter expressions could potentially
influence modifications to the structure, but the positivist tools and expertise of
practitioners control for these types of subjective interference.
Outcomes of Data Collection
The outcomes of the data collection phase of RedCuidar were determined
through the analysis of the survey data. Each governmental institution that participated
in the design of the survey was granted access to the data to use in needs assessment,
program design or other recursive practices. The program director who attended the
initial inter-agency meetings on behalf of the Secretariat saw value in the broad reach of
the data. The program director, a sociologist, understood the socio-economic and
geographic data to contextualize a person’s disability and recognized its usefulness in
designing educational and employment projects that were both meaningful to
respondents and affordable to the state. Put in terms of recursive practices, these
contextual data would allow practitioners to identify the specific needs of marginalized,
vulnerable and discriminated against groups. Further, they would expose useful
variables and indicators to identify practical, affordable problems that can be addressed
through social policy and programs of the Secretariat. Other practitioners struggled to,
struggled to understand its relevance of this broad data in designing programs that
reduce vulnerability. For instance, one practitioner dismissed data concerning
respondents’ ownership of a television, stating that the Secretariat would not design a
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program to provide televisions to rural residents. Unlike the program director, this
practitioner did not recognize television ownership as an indicator of wealth.
From a practitioners’ perspective, the data collection phase functioned in exactly
the way it was designed to function. In only a few instances did subjectivity enter into
the data, such as the above mentioned instance in which a municipal employee allowed
for a local explanation to enter into the “medical” data sought by the survey. Such
interference was ultimately standardized by state practitioners as they entered the data
into the online system. Indeed, the design of the system further promoted the
streamlining of data into pre-set categories. Several questions on the written survey
required the survey taker to write in the response, but the online database only provided
a set of automated answers. State practitioners were required to translate the answer
on the form to an answer offered by the database. For the most part, the data collected
through the written survey maintained its quantitative, holistic perspective.
The survey was also successful in providing the data practitioners designed it to
provide. This success highlights the circular thinking of the positivist paradigm. Use of
the scientific method meant that practitioners of the Secretariat designed the survey
with a hypothesis in mind. That hypothesis related to the goal of the State Development
Plan, which is to promote a modern economy, and the Secretariat’s role within that goal,
which is to reduce marginality, vulnerability and discrimination. Secretariat practitioners
entered into the survey design phase with the idea that the marginality, vulnerability
and/or discrimination of disabled citizens could be addressed through projects that
provided the inputs to modernity and, most importantly, promoted formal employment.
Those questions proposed by the Secretariat ultimately collected data to assess
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disabled citizens’ need for the inputs to modernity and formal work opportunities. For
example, closed-ended questions concerning the presence or absence of a particular
technology, utility or apparatus identified what people already had and what people still
needed in order to practice modernity more fully. Closed-ended questions about work
and financial support identified gaps in formal work and ultimately exposed a need for
formal work. In this way, the circular logic of practitioners’ positivist methods ensured
that the survey seamlessly provided the data practitioners designed it to provide.
Likewise, practitioners were able to use the survey data in exactly the ways they
planned to use it. The data exposed that disabled people challenged by the barriers of
vulnerability, marginalization and discrimination needed access to the inputs of
modernity and opportunities for formal employment. The design of the projects was airtight in the same vacuum of positivist circular reasoning. Survey questions were
designed based on needs that were already hypothesized. The same data that
demonstrated those needs also conveniently justified the need for a program that met
those needs. It should be noted that, while the positivist structure of this process
provides a rather standardized skeleton for program design, it is the agency of program
directors and practitioners that adds the flesh and personality to that skeleton. The
ability of program directors to transform numbers into ideas that connect people to
broader processes speaks to their creative expertise both as scientists and members of
their community. While this creativity is not evident in this description of the data
collection phase of RedCuidar, it is showcased in the subsequent description of the
implementation stage of the Bakers Program.
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It is in the context of the circular logic of positivism that practitioners begin to
anticipate the outcomes of programs. With an air-tight design and objective data that
points toward specific conclusions, practitioners anticipate full success. What is not
accounted for in the anticipation of outcomes is the high degree of control practitioners
have in the data collection and design stage of programs. This control diminishes in the
implementation and outcomes stages as encounters with recipients are greater in
number and interactivity. Although RedCuidar was quite unique in facilitating numerous
encounters between practitioners and respondents in the data collection stage, the
interaction in these encounters was minimized through use of the survey and the topdown structure of the encounter. The minimization of encounters with future recipients
has the detrimental effect of allowing the program and its outcomes to be planned in a
cultural vacuum that is not representative of the environment in which the program will
actually take place. The role of practitioner and recipient culture in the implementation
stage of a program are the subject of the next section.
The Bakers Program
The Bakers Program, known officially as the Labor Training Program, is a two
phase initiative that provides people of vulnerable groups with the skills they need to
integrate or reintegrate into Merida’s productive workforce. The program began in 2010
when the program director identified recovering alcohol and drug addicts as a
population made vulnerable by their inability to find formal employment during and after
rehabilitation. He contacted several rehabilitation centers in Merida to speak with
specialists about the specific needs of recovering addicts. The data suggested that
many recovering addicts had destroyed their social network during their addiction and
had thus lost the confidence of their family, friends and employers. This lack of
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confidence blocks their attempts to find formal employment, leaving many recovering
addicts unemployed, frustrated and alone. This not only creates ideal conditions for
returning to addiction, but also increases unemployment and financial dependency. The
program director ultimately identified labor training and socialization as immediate
needs that could be addressed by the state. A series of interviews were conducted with
professionals of various trades and identified bread making as the trade best suited to
meet the needs of recovering addicts.
This research examined the first phase of the Bakers Program, which engages
participants in a two- to three-month training course in the skills of bread making. From
February to April 2012, 18 recipients attended daily courses in the bakery of a
professional baker who was contracted as the instructor of the course. Each class
began as the instructor announced the recipe, then recipients grouped in teams of three
or four to participate in all steps of producing that confection. Daily participantobservation as well as informal interviews with participants provided the data necessary
to examine the role of practitioner and recipient culture in the implementation of
programs. The second phase of the Bakers Program is optional, as it offers groups of
graduates some financial and technical assistance in establishing their own bakery. Two
groups expressed interest in participating in the second phase of the program, but only
one group completed the steps necessary to receive assistance. Participant-observation
in meetings between state practitioners and recipients between May and July 2012
provided further data on program implementation and also shed some light on the shortterm outcomes of development programs.
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Program Origins
The Bakers Program is a human development initiative that simultaneously
supports the expansion of the formal market in Yucatan. Although the Millennium
Development framework serves as a model for much of Yucatan’s development policy
and practice, the Bakers Program represents a divergence from this model. The
Millennium Development literature does not mention the reduction of addiction as a
development goal and conceptualizes vulnerability in a practical sense, as a synonym to
susceptibility (see Sachs 2004; Sachs 2005a). The Mexican National Development Plan
(2007) contrasts from the global literature in recognizing addiction as a development
problem and lays out objectives to combat addiction in conjunction with other health
initiatives, such as the reduction of work-related accidents, depression and preventable
disease. Yucatecan development differs from global development in considering
vulnerability a problematic state-of-being rather than a condition dependent on external
factors. Addiction is not mentioned in the state Plan and therefore is not identified as a
development problem. The Secretariat’s exclusive focus on recovering addicts as a
vulnerable group embodies the agency of the program director, who identified the
problem and designed the solution outside the interests of global and state development
models.
The Role of Practitioner Culture in Program Implementation
This section examines the influence of practitioners’ culture in the implementation
of the Bakers Program. It is important to recognize that the Bakers Program was
originally designed in 2009 and 2010 and the first cohort of participants took the training
course in 2010. This research concerns the sixth cycle of the program and therefore
reflects an implementation stage that is informed by extensive previous experience on
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the part of practitioners. The patterning of the program over the years has minimized
recursive encounters in which the implementation of the program is negotiated.
Encounters among practitioners during the spring 2012 program were frequent, but not
recursive as they generally only concerned the mechanical aspects of day-to-day
operation of the program such as paying salaries, supplying materials and keeping tabs
on attendance rates. Encounters between practitioners and participants were minimized
to just a very few interactions during the course and were only minimally active in
communicating practitioners’ cultural understandings of the program to participants.
Interactive participant-practitioner encounters grew in number and substance during the
second phase of the program.
In the absence of interactive encounters during the first phase of the Bakers
Program, this discussion analyzes the design of the program as an artifact of
practitioner culture. Again, an artifact in this research is the physical or conceptual
product of recursive practices and is thus shaped by the relationship between agency
and structure in a total recursive system. The design of the program, as an artifact, is
therefore shaped by practitioners’ agency in the perpetuation, modification or rejection
of structures in the total recursive system of Yucatecan development. This discussion of
the role of practitioner culture in program implementation examines how the recursive
practices of practitioners fed into the design of the program and ultimately created an
indirect encounter between participants and practitioners during implementation.
This discussion will be structured through examination of the three objectives
built into the program design. At the outset, it should be noted that the program was
originally designed to meet the needs of recovering alcohol and drugs addicts whose
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vulnerability results from their difficulties in re-integrating into urban life and finding
formal employment. The three main objectives of the program were designed to
address three immediate needs of recovering alcohol and drug addicts. They include 1)
the provision of alternative social networks, 2) the provision of therapy in the form of
labor training and 3) the provision of alternative routines.
Objective one: The first objective of the program design was to provide therapy
in the form of labor training. In the first few cycles of the program, the Secretariat
maintained contact with specialists at rehabilitation centers, who helped practitioners
identify which patients were ready to begin reintegrating into a productive lifestyle. The
program thus acted as an extension to the therapy provided in the rehabilitation center
as it provided a supportive environment for vulnerable people to begin preparing for
reintegration into Merida’s workforce.
The program director, who identified the right to “good work” as a universal
human right, explained that work raises recipients’ self-esteem by reducing the type of
dependency characteristic of vulnerable groups. The program director reflected his
universalizing ontology and value for formal work as he explained that productive work
empowers a person to provide for himself or herself while at the same time contributing
essential services to society. This differs from those who “stick out their hand” and are
discouraged by their dependency (personal correspondence, August 2011). The
program is designed to practice this positivist belief (and capitalist value) by offering
recovering addicts an opportunity to become “self-made” and instilling them with a
sense of pride about the efforts they have made toward recuperation. It was anticipated
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that this therapeutic aspect of the program would lead recipients to seek formal work
and also maintain their efforts at recuperation.
This first program objective reflects practitioners’ practices in the total recursive
system of Yucatecan development. Through this objective, the program design
incorporates the recursive practice of providing the inputs to modernity and, particularly,
access to formal work. The objective is influenced by and informs the positivist structure
of development as it is based in empirical data that was collected through the use of the
scientific method. Relational data collection methods allowed practitioners to collect
information from rehabilitation specialists, but interviews were guided by the program
director’s hypothesis that the vulnerability of recovering addicts could be addressed
through a labor training program. The program director utilized his expertise to convert
the needs of rehabilitation patients to the problems faced by a vulnerable group. The
program addresses needs of participants and development problems through a
practical, affordable solution. That is, it addresses participants’ immediate need for
work, while at the same time addressing the problems of discrimination and
stigmatization which are simultaneously a problem of vulnerable groups and a barrier to
the state’s realization of a modern economy. These recursive practices in the design of
the program ultimately contribute to the continuity of the positivist structure of
development.
The agency of the program director is evident in the linking of the labor training
program with rehabilitation therapy. On one side, this expression of agency worked to
modify the positivist structure with an emphasis on inter-institutional collaboration.
Rather than casting the Secretariat as the only institutional agent in program
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implementation, the therapeutic goal suggested a collaborative relationship between the
Secretariat and rehabilitation centers in program implementation. On another side, this
expression of agency also worked to perpetuate positivist structures of expertise and
the top-down structure of development programs. Although the goal supports more
collaborative leadership of development programs, it maintains expert control over
implementation and, in so doing, assures that the program maintains a unidirectional
flow from expert agencies to participants. The linkage of therapy with the provision of
formal work opportunities is thus a recursive practice that maintains the positivist
structure of development but advocates for its slight modification to include greater
collaboration between experts.
Objective two: The second objective of the program design is to offer recipients
an alternative social network by engaging them in a two- to three- month intensive
course requiring teamwork and collaboration. This aspect of the design reflects the
needs of recovering addicts who are at the critical point in which they leave the
rehabilitation center and have options for reinserting themselves into a social network.
The first phase of the program was designed to offer these recipients an alternative
social network to keep them from returning to the broken personal and professional
relationships that no longer offer them the support and opportunities they need.
This objective reflects practitioners’ practices in the total recursive system of
Yucatecan development. The objective is first influenced by and informs the positivist
structure of development through use of the scientific method in collecting data and
designing the program. However, practitioners’ agency in this recursive practice
promoted the recognition of the qualitative aspects of this goal. In promoting the formal
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employment of vulnerable citizens, a recursive practice in support of the positivist
structure of development, the program director emphasized that the program also
provides alternative social networks that would qualitatively encourage recovering
addicts to maintain their progress. As such, the program director expressed his agency
in favor of state programs that also meet the more qualitative needs of recipients. The
design of this goal was undoubtedly facilitated by the more relational data collection
methods and by the program director’s training in sociology. Finally, the expertise of the
program director is evidenced in the way this qualitative goal still meets the positivist
expectations of other state actors. Success of this qualitative goal is difficult to measure
using quantitative methods, but it is guaranteed through program design; participants
must engage with other participants in order to engage in and complete the program.
The design thus incorporates the achievement of its own goal, which supports the topdown, problem/solution format of programs.
Objective three: The third objective of the program design is to promote a trade
that keeps recipients from slipping back into previous routines that allowed for addiction.
Having identified alternative routines as a need of people recovering from alcohol
addiction, the program director conducted several fact-finding interviews with experts of
various professions including a mechanic, a carpenter, hammock makers, a baker and
several others. The director’s data showed that, of the professionals interviewed,
bakers’ routines generally offer the most extreme alternative. He explained that bakers
work before, during and after normal business hours as they perform all tasks related to
preparing and selling mass quantities of bread that are demanded during mealtimes
when most people are not working. Beyond not having time to engage in old routines,
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the physical demands of a baker also keep recipients from engaging in unhealthy
addictions. As the program director said, “Being a baker, you work all day long, every
day. You get only one day of rest, which [employers] usually give them for spiritual
activities and things like that, but it doesn’t give them much time to think beyond their
recuperation” (personal correspondence, January 2012). “Routine,” in this case, refers
not only to the hours worked, but also the public demand for the work and the difficulty
of the labor, each of which are important factors that ultimately regulate one’s
professional and personal life.
This final objective of the program encapsulates practitioners’ support for the
positivist structure of development. Like the other goals, the third objective derives from
the original data collected from rehabilitation specialists using the scientific method. In
these interviews, specialists likely identified their patients’ need for an alternative routine
to assist them in their recuperation. From this need, practitioners extrapolated that
participants’ previous routine is a problem that should be addressed through the
program. It is unclear whether practitioners spoke with recovering addicts to understand
what their previous routine entailed and what elements of this routine enabled addiction.
Practitioners ultimately concluded that drastic changes in one’s work routine,
specifically, would sufficiently restructure whatever elements enabled addiction in the
first place. This conclusion reflects a recursive practice in its provision of formal work
opportunities as a practical, affordable solution to a variety of problems associated with
vulnerability.
Although this objective was extrapolated from the original data set, its
manifestation in the program design was based on an entirely different data set. This
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second data set was created through focused interviews with professionals concerning
the schedule of their job. These interviews also supported the positivist structure of
development as they were guided by the program director’s hypothesis (by now a
foregone conclusion) that a drastic change to recipients’ work schedule would promote
rehabilitation. The interviews thus focused on the holistic mission of identifying the job
with the most alternative routine. The second goal of the program, which is to provide
alternative social networks, then helped to narrow the possibilities to those that
promoted teamwork and provided opportunities for socialization. These data pointed to
bread making as the ideal profession for recovering addicts.
A conversation with course participants and the course instructor revealed an
error in these data that opened a potential gap in program results; that error is the
unfortunate fact that bakers in Merida have a reputation for alcohol abuse. These
recipients, one of which worked for a baker, and the course instructor, himself a baker,
explained that the alternative schedule and hard labor are the very elements of the job
that lead many bakers to addiction. Bakeries are hot and the work is physical, so bakers
often spend breaks cooling off with a cold beer and celebrate the end of a long day with
excessive drinking. In many respects, alcohol has been socially accepted as one of the
few releases available to bakers whose schedules do not permit more social or healthy
releases such as playing a sport or going on vacation. This oversight in the data
suggests that interviews were conducted from a holistic, positivist perspective that
limited the scope of the interview to a pre-determined solution. By practicing a top-down
encounter and using methods to maintain objective distance during the interview, the
data only answered the questions they were designed to answer and nothing more.

195

That is, they objectively exposed the holistic details about routines and labor, but did not
capture the social context that would have alerted practitioners to professional
reputations.
Anticipated outcomes: This section on the role of practitioner culture in the
implementation of the Bakers Program concludes by briefly reviewing practitioners’
anticipated results for the implementation phase. The unspoken goal of every program
is 100 percent acceptance and programs are designed with this goal in mind. The
Bakers Program is no different, as the positivist methods and expertise that went into
the design of the program were expected to produce high acceptance rates. Previous
cycles of the program demonstrated that even an air-tight design is no match for the
social factors that encourage people to return to alcoholism or the various other
extraneous factors that keep people from completing the course. The program director
estimated that about one or two of a cohort of 20 recipients may drop out of the program
before graduation, leading to a 90 to 95 percent acceptance rate (personal
correspondence, August 2011). The instructor of the course reported much lower
figures, stating that about five people, or 25 percent of the class, dropped out each
cycle (personal correspondence, January 2012). Informal conversations thus suggested
that practitioners hoped for a 100 percent acceptance rate, but anticipated that
anywhere between one and five of the 18 recipients of the spring 2012 cohort would not
finish the course.
It is important to note that anticipated results were only expressed in terms of
graduation and attrition rates of the training course. Only rarely did practitioners discuss
success rates in terms of how many people went on to find formal jobs, especially in
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bread making. It is likely that these data are less cited because they are only anecdotal,
as a formal follow-up stage was not observed during the fieldwork period and none was
mentioned. Anticipated results of the three individual goals of the program generally are
not estimated, which may relate to practitioners’ difficulty in quantitatively measuring the
success of these more qualitative goals. Finally, practitioners made no attempt to
estimate results for the second phase of the program, as past cycles had proven the
unpredictability of recipient interest in accepting financial assistance to start a bakery.
The Role of Participant Culture in Program Implementation
The discussion has thus far determined the role of practitioner culture in the
implementation of the Bakers program. This has been achieved through an examination
of the design of the program which, as an artifact of practitioner culture, embodies the
relationship between practitioner agency and positivist structures in the total recursive
system of development. The long-term existence of the program means that physical
encounters between practitioners and participants were minimized both in number and
interactivity during the spring 2012 training program. However, the implementation of
the Bakers Program involved daily encounters between the recipients and the design of
the program; that is, participants entered into encounters with the program as an artifact
of practitioner culture. This section examines how participants interacted with the design
of the program to ultimately influence the outcomes of program implementation. This
section will be structured by the three program objectives. It demonstrates that the
absence of encounters between practitioners and participants encouraged participants
to interpret and use the program fully from within their own total recursive system. The
program was not understood as an inert, foreign space that participants entered and
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exited through the bakery doorway, but as a new space that opened within their own
recursive system and became subject to their own agency.
Although the program was originally designed to meet the needs of people
recovering from alcohol or drug addiction, the spring 2012 cohort included 18 people
representing various forms of vulnerability. The most-represented vulnerability was
disability, as seven participants were disabled and another is a stay-at-home mother
who cares for a disabled child. The second most represented vulnerability was
addiction, as three participants were personally recovering from addiction and two more
were affected by alcoholism, but not personally recovering. The third most represented
vulnerability was single, self-reliant women, of which there were two. There were three
participants with unidentified vulnerabilities. Two of these were college students who
worked part-time at the bakery where the course was taught. Vulnerability was the
criteria by which participants were selected for the program, but, in light of the state’s
interest in promoting formal work, it is also important to consider participants’
employment status. Of the 18 participants, nine were already employed, but only four of
these were formally employed. Six received some sort of disability benefits but were not
engaged in wage-earning work. Only four were unemployed, one of which was a
student.
Objective one: The first program objective with which participants engaged was
the provision of therapy in the form of work promotion. Participants’ understanding and
use of the program in relation to this objective depended on how each of its elements fit
into the total recursive system of each participant. The first element of the objective with
which participants engaged was that of the provision of therapy. The objective was
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designed into the program to meet the special needs of participants recovering from
addiction. The three participants recovering from alcohol addiction interpreted and used
the program in ways that corresponded with practitioners’ expectations. This suggests
that the therapeutic goal of the program complemented their total recursive system,
which was highly influenced by the recursive practices of substance abuse and
rehabilitation. However, the recursive use of the program as therapy was diminished
over time by their minority status within the class. During the first weeks of the training
program, these three participants formed a group that allowed them to collectively
engage with the therapeutic goals of the program. Limited supplies, limited space in the
workshop and irregular attendance of other participants meant that participants had to
be organized in groups of four and that these groups of four were unsteady from week
to week. Within a few weeks, the three participants recovering from addiction had begun
to disband. While this promoted the second goal of the program by expanding the social
network of these participants, it limited their interaction with the therapeutic elements of
the program. Further, the introduction of a majority that was unfamiliar with the recursive
practices of addiction and rehabilitation meant that structures of stigmatization
influenced encounters between participants; that is, those who were recovering from
addiction did not speak about it freely in fear that people who did not share in their
vulnerability would not understand. Likewise, people who were not recovering did not
ask others about their status in relation to addiction. The therapeutic objective of the
program therefore was not practiced in the workshop in ways that informed participants’
total recursive systems.
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The second element with which participants engaged was the promotion of work.
The program was originally designed to catch recovering addicts as they began to
reintegrate into a productive lifestyle. Previous cohorts were thus characterized by high
rates of involuntary unemployment. However, the participation of people affected by
other vulnerabilities in the spring 2012 cohort changed this dynamic. Eight of the 18
recipients were already employed and only six of the 18 recipients sought a change in
employment status (e.g. informal to formal, amateur to professional, etc.) that could be
facilitated through the class. What is most striking is that, with the exception of only one
participant, all those participants who were interested in a change of employment status
were already employed. While the original goal was to promote the employment of
previously unemployed people facing hiring discrimination, the uses of the program by
the spring 2012 cohort meant that the goal actually functioned to promote
professionalization of those who were already employed. Only one participant used the
program to become employed, as she was already an amateur baker and sought to
professionalize her skills. Although practitioners aimed for formalization rather than
professionalization, it can be said that these six participants interpreted and used the
program in ways that were anticipated by practitioners.
The other ten of the 18 participants confirmed that they were not taking the
course to become employed or to change employment status. Three of these ten
participants were students who said they would only become professional bakers if they
could not find jobs in their degree field. Their use of the program was as a backup plan
in the context of an uncertain job market. Five of these ten participants were those who
had an auditory disability. One held a degree and full time job and had no intention of
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becoming a baker, two were stay-at-home mothers who were supported by their
husbands and two were unemployed but supported by their families. Another participant
became disabled after an accident and the other was a stay-at-home mother who cared
for her disabled child. The use of the program by participants affected by disability was
not for work promotion. Rather, they engaged with the program in ways that fit within
their total recursive systems of disability in Yucatan, specifically. Some disentanglement
is necessary.
In the total recursive system of disability in Yucatan, structures of family support
allow dependent agents to understand and practice wage-earning work as a
supplemental, rather than essential, activity. Most Yucatecan children, disabled or not,
live with their parents until they are married and, depending on the family’s financial
situation, may contribute much of their own income to the family budget once they begin
work. The stigma of disability in Yucatan often results in an extension of this structure in
families affected by disability; families often protect their disabled children within the
home, particularly by supporting them financially so they are not subjected to hiring
discrimination and discrimination in the work place. A lack of encounters between
practitioners and participants meant that those disabled participants who were
accustomed to this structure of family support were not discouraged from continuing
their recursive practice of unemployment in the context of the program. In this way, they
interpreted and used the program as an opportunity for hobby development rather than
employment promotion or formalization.
Additionally, many Yucatecan women choose to engage in full-time childcare
rather than wage-earning employment and structures of the Yucatecan family,
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particularly structures of family support, sustain this as a recursive practice. In the total
recursive system of stay-at-home mothers in Yucatan, baking is generally understood
and practiced as one of many reproductive activities that, if it becomes lucrative, is both
low-paying and informal. Again, the absence of interactive encounters between
practitioners and participants allowed for participants to continue the practices of their
own total recursive system in the context of the program. They were not encouraged to
interpret and use the program from practitioners’ cultural perspective, as an opportunity
for job promotion and formalization, but instead engaged with the program from their
own cultural perspective, as an opportunity for hobby development or improving their
technique in a reproductive activity.
Objective two: The second program objective with which participants engaged
was the provision of alternative social networks. Again, the goal was designed with the
special needs of recovering addicts in mind. Two of the three participants whose total
recursive system was influenced by practices of substance abuse or rehabilitation
understood and used the program in ways that corresponded with practitioners’
expectations. It was previously mentioned that the limitations of supplies and space in
the workshop as well as the unsteady attendance of some participants promoted this
second goal. These situational aspects of the program required the three participants
recovering from addiction to interact and complete team assignments with other
participants on a daily basis. Because other participants came from various economic
and social backgrounds, the program was very effective in providing alternative
networks to two of these three participants.
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However, these same group characteristics worked against the ability of one
recovering alcoholic to engage in alternative social networks provided by the class. The
total recursive system of this particular participants was not only affected by the
practices of substance abuse and rehabilitation, like the other two recipients; it was also
influenced by his longer-term socialization as a “street child,” a black market worker and
a convict. A lack of encounters between practitioners and participants during
implementation encouraged participants to understand the program and the people in it
from their own cultural perspective. This meant that other participants in the class
interacted with this particular participant in the same way they would interact with a
person of his socialization outside the workshop. Several working groups and
individuals ousted this participant from teamwork activities, citing his offensive
demeanor and impolite interaction as reasons for not wanting to work with him. This
participant expressed his eagerness to use the program in ways that corresponded with
practitioners’ expectations as he understood the program from his cultural perspective
as a recovering substance abuser. In his case, the introduction of people affected by
other vulnerabilities coupled with the lack of encounters during implementation blocked
him from using the program in accordance with the second objective. It is ironic that the
high level of vulnerability that qualified him for the program also led to discrimination
that blocked him from its benefits.
The goal of providing alternative social networks was not designed with disabilityrelated vulnerability in mind. However, the program director’s personal knowledge of
structures of disability in Yucatan helped him to identify limited social networks as a
problem that also affects many disabled citizens. These structures were discussed in
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relation to the first objective and refer to the efforts of many families to protect disabled
members by engaging them within the household rather than in social activities that
might subject them to discrimination. Indeed, four of the five recipients with auditory
disabilities knew each other from attending a grammar school for deaf children. While
the placement of disabled children in special education benefits the child in many
respects, it can also result in the socially inhibitive insulation of disabled people. The
recursive practice of insulating was evident in the workshop as one of the five women
with auditory disability made little effort to work with people outside her pre-established
group. It was also evidenced by the women’s formation of a group that stayed firm
throughout the course when memberships in other groups remained more flexible.
However, four of the five women frequently took opportunities to help other groups with
their work and engaged in conversations with others on a daily basis. Disabled and nondisabled participants faced challenges in communicating with one another but the
perseverance of both groups speaks to the conclusion that engaging in social networks
became a recursive practice in the context of the program.
Objective three: The third program objective with which participants engaged
was the provision of alternative work routines. Again, “routine” refers not only to the
hourly schedule, but also the public demand for the work and the difficulty of the labor,
each of which are important factors that ultimately regulate one’s professional and
personal life. This goal was designed with the special needs of recovering addicts in
mind and all three participants recovering from alcohol addiction interpreted and used
the program in ways that corresponded with practitioners’ expectations. None
expressed a particular enthusiasm for the alternative work schedule but interpreted the
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program, in general, as an opportunity, and fully engaged in the alternative routine as a
necessary step in gaining formal employment and earning higher wages. Three female
participants also used the program in ways that corresponded with practitioners’
expectations. It is significant that two of these women are single and financially selfreliant while the other is married and a significant contributor to her family’s income.
Their use of the program suggests that the goal fits within many total recursive systems
that are influenced by practices of self-reliance. This includes breadwinners, single men
or women and, not coincidentally, recovering addicts whose support network has been
damaged by substance abuse.
These data as well as the data from the remainder of participants suggest, on the
other hand, that the goal does not fit within total recursive systems of dependence or
inter-dependence. Participants with disability and participants who are stay-at-home
parents viewed the alternative schedule and hard labor of bread making as a negative
aspect of the program. For these participants, such drastic changes to their daily
practices would change the practices that were currently entangled with those of other
family members’ practices. Participants with disability would spend less time with their
families and, worse yet, would sacrifice quality in that reduced interaction. Their
recursive practices prior to the program focused on building and maintaining strong
familial relationships. Without interpersonal encounters between practitioners and
participants that emphasized the benefits of building new relationships through
employment, participants were unlikely to change these recursive practices. The
practice of an alternative schedule among participants who are stay-at-home parents
would significantly change practices within the household as both children and spouse
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had become agents in those participants’ total recursive systems. Even with coaching
through practitioner- participant encounters, such change is practically impossible for
stay-at-home parents who care for a disabled child.
Outcomes of Implementation
The discussion has thus far examined how practitioner and participants culture
interacted in the implementation of the Bakers Program. The implementation of the
program was examined as a cultural encounter between practitioners and participants,
and thus a space in which the program outcomes were negotiated. This section
summarizes, compares and contrasts the anticipated and actual results of the program
to ultimately identify gaps and examine the role of practitioner and participant culture in
these gaps.
This discussion has identified many ways in which practitioner and participant
culture differ. Practitioner culture is characterized by practices of positivism and the
promotion of modernity, specifically a modern state economy. Participant culture is
diverse, particularly in the context of the Bakers Program in which the total recursive
system of almost every recipient was influenced by vulnerability. The vulnerabilities
represented in the class – addiction, disability, and self-support as a female –
incorporate myriad practices that embody the relationship between the agent and the
countless social and economic structures surrounding that vulnerability. This discussion
has only named a few of those multi-scalar structures that influence the recursive
practices of individual agents, including structures of family support, child-care,
stigmatization and self-reliance. There are many more that were not mentioned here.
The one thing that binds this diversity of participant culture, however, is that none of
them significantly overlap with practitioner culture.
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The implementation of the Bakers Program was a site of encounter between
these various cultural perspectives. Practitioners anticipated from their cultural
perspective that the top-down design of the program would create a site for the
unidirectional transfer of ideas from the state to recipients. This anticipated result
proved largely incorrect. Rather than understanding the program as a controlled space
for the top-down transfer of ideas, participants instead encountered the program,
tangling their practices within the program into their own repertoire of recursive
practices. Their practices within the workshop were influenced not by the structure
designed by practitioners, but by the structures of their lives outside the workshop.
Although practitioners perhaps believed that they were engineering the acceptance of
the program, they were actually only engineering the situation in which the program
occurred. As a result, most participants understood and used the program in entirely
different ways than practitioners anticipated.
Members of the most represented vulnerability, disability, interpreted and used
the program from within their total recursive system of disability in Yucatan. They used
the program not as a therapeutic activity or an opportunity to engage in formal work, but
as an opportunity to develop a hobby or improve their skill in an essential reproductive
activity. They used the program as an opportunity to get to know people they might not
otherwise meet and to enjoy a new activity. They proved completely uninterested in
sacrificing their practices of family engagement to pursue lucrative employment with an
alternative routine. In the absence of interpersonal encounters that might have
influenced agents’ decisions to modify existing structures through changed practices,
participants affected by disability continued their own recursive practices within the

207

engineered context of the program. In short, the vast difference between their recursive
practices and the recursive practices of Yucatecan development gave way to significant
gaps between anticipated and actual results along the programs qualitative objectives.
Members of the second most represented group, those affected by addiction,
also interpreted and used the program from within their total recursive system of
rehabilitation in Yucatan. Practitioners’ research of this group allowed them to
understand the practices of substance abuse and rehabilitation. Practitioners applied
this empirical, objective knowledge to program design and thus introduced practices
that were intelligible within the total recursive system of these particular participants.
That participants affected by addiction interpreted and used the program in ways that
corresponded with practitioners’ expectations speaks to the effectiveness of the
scientific method in designing programs for specific, homogenous groups. That this was
the only group that met practitioners’ expectations demonstrates that cultural diversity
can and does influence program outcomes. It illustrates that programs are in fact
cultural encounters.
Finally, members of the third most represented group, single self-reliant women,
also interpreted and used the program from within their total recursive system. Each of
these women used the program as an opportunity to formalize a profession from what
had previously only been practiced as a reproductive activity. In this way, the program
was effective in influencing them, as agents, to modify the structure behind a preexisting recursive practice. Both women used the program as an opportunity to get to
know new people and their participation in the second phase of the program
demonstrated that they used the program to get to know new business associates. The

208

program enabled them to express their agency in favor of drastic changes to the
structure of work in their own recursive systems. The program also had what was
perhaps an unanticipated outcome as it enabled these women to express their agency
in favor of the feminization of Yucatan’s workforce. Finally, neither of these women
embraced the alternative routine promoted by the program, but their recursive practices
of self-reliance supported their use of the program in ways that corresponded with
practitioners’ expectations. This demonstrates that total recursive systems are multiscalar and overlapping, often allowing programs designed for one homogenous group to
be successful among other groups with shared practices, structures or interests.
The encounters approach demonstrated the value of using a relational theoretical
perspective to inform program design both before and after implementation. A relational
perspective like that embodied in the encounters approach prepares practitioners to
collect empirical data on a wider range of possibilities that than contained in the
hypothesis. This broader empirical data, which captures information on practices,
structures and agency of potential participants, promotes more accurate predictions of
program outcomes. The encounters approach has demonstrated that success is not
always measured in quantitative numbers, such as graduation and attrition rates, but is
also wrapped up in the more qualitative and relational outcomes. Graduation rates
depict this program as an overwhelming success, as only one of 18 participants did not
complete the program. However, the relational data depict a much different picture in
which the program subjected one recovering addict to outright discrimination and
program materials were misused, but people generally enjoyed the experience. The
encounters approach has also been demonstrated as an effective method in embracing
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the gaps in anticipated and actual results as scientific data. Analysis of these gaps
provides valuable information for improving the design of future programs.
The Ecological Stove Program
The Ecological Stove Program was a stove replacement initiative that aimed to
improve the quality of life and promote federal goals for conservation in six marginalized
municipalities of Yucatan. The program was originally designed in 2009 when a
program director of the Secretariat identified deforestation and health issues as two
problems resulting from the use of a three-stone hearth (Figure 6-1). The state

Figure 6-1. A three-stone hearth
contracted a private engineering company to design a wood-burning stove that would
reduce smoke inhalation and the amount of wood needed to cook, but still allow
recipients to prepare the same dishes that they would prepare with a three-stone
hearth. The implementation of the program occurred in four stages including the
selection and registration of recipients, training on how to use the stove, stove delivery
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and follow-up. The completion of the stove program in 2010 allows for it to be discussed
here in terms of long-term outcomes and the interpretation of those outcomes,
representing the final stage in the life of a state program. The discussion first examines
the origins of the program, then examines the outcomes stage as a cultural encounter
between practitioners and recipients. The discussion concludes by comparing and
contrasting practitioners’ anticipated results with the actual results of the program to
identify the role of practitioner and recipient culture in the negotiation of program
outcomes.
Program Origins
Yucatan’s stove program derives from a well-established tradition within
development of providing “improved technology” toward goals of modernization,
improved health and environmental conservation (Crewe and Harrison 2002). Stove
replacement programs abound at the global, national and local levels and have been
implemented by public institutions and private agencies alike (GIRA 2004; SEMARNAT
and INE 2009). The emphasis on environmental sustainability in the Millennium
Development Goals undoubtedly fuels enthusiasm for stove programs. Target Nine
aims to “integrate the principles of sustainable development into country policies and
programs and reverse the loss of environmental resources” (Millennium Project 2002).
The goal has been particularly effective in Mexico, which accepts its responsibility as
the fourth wealthiest country in terms of biodiversity but also as a world leader in biodiversity loss (Poder Ejecutivo Federal 2007:237-238). Mexico has funded multiple
stove replacement programs through various federal agencies in order to reduce
deforestation but also to promote equal opportunity in indigenous communities. The
2006-2012 National Development Plan commits to continued stove provision as a
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strategy to develop basic infrastructure in indigenous regions (Poder Ejecutivo Federal
2007:209). As a highly indigenous state, multiple federal stove programs reached
Yucatan and the state’s own Ecological Stove Program was federally funded.
Interest in the program reflects the practices of Yucatan’s total recursive system
of development. Yucatecan practitioners draw from state policy in linking deforestation
with the practices of subsistence farmers and rural populations (Yucatan 2007b:39).
Subsistence farmers are also linked with marginalization and vulnerability, creating an
entry point for the stove program to address several problems and needs
simultaneously. The program director utilized his expertise in holistic, empirical
reasoning to justify the stove program as a practical, affordable solution that met the
needs of marginalized and vulnerable populations. The use of INEGI and state statistics
coupled with cultural logic determined that rural families using a three-stone hearth
suffered from illnesses associated with smoke-inhalation or cooking close to the ground
(i.e. bronchial diseases, eye infections, gastrointestinal infections, etc.). They also
determined that wood collection practices were a woman’s burden that became more
taxing and time-consuming as deforestation required women to walk further and further
to find wood. The provision of an ecological stove would meet the health and genderrelated needs of rural families while at the same time reducing barriers to development
by providing the inputs to modernity.
The Role of Practitioner Culture in Program Outcomes
This section examines the role of practitioner culture in the outcomes of the
Ecological Stove Program. The original design of the Ecological Stove Program
budgeted for a formal follow-up stage that would enable practitioners to measure and
influence outcomes by engaging in interpersonal encounters with recipients. These
212

encounters would allow practitioners to monitor use of the program materials and ideas
and to address gaps in anticipated and actual use of the program. This outcomes stage,
referred to by practitioners as “follow-up,” would have maintained the unidirectional
design of the program as practitioners taught recipients how to interpret and use the
program beyond their own cultural perspectives. However, the formality of follow-up
activities dwindled over the course of the program as funds and resources for this stage
were applied to other areas of the program. In the absence of a formal follow-up, the
negotiation of outcomes occurred in four types of encounters spread across the
implementation and conclusion of the program. These include recipient selection and
registration, training on how to install and use the stove, stove delivery and follow-up
(loosely conceived). This section discusses the role of practitioner culture in each of
these encounters.
Recipient selection and registration: Encounters concerning recipient
selection and registration reflect the recursive practices of practitioner culture. The first
step in identifying recipients was to select which of Yucatan’s 108 municipalities would
receive the Ecological Stove Program. Practitioners used INEGI data to select six rural
municipalities based on their levels of marginality and poverty and then selected 67
towns and farms within those municipalities based on the same data. Although the
stove program was unlike other programs in that it did not promote formal work among
marginalized and poor populations, the selection of these six municipalities ensured that
this technology transfer aided in breaking the barriers the state faces in achieving
modernity. Practitioners were able to target the areas with the most need for the inputs
to modernity using objective statistics and expertise in holistic reasoning.
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Once these locations were selected, practitioners recruited community leaders to
identify individual recipients. Practitioners originally planned to assemble a list of names
then conduct a brief inspection of the living environment and the general appearance of
the potential recipient. This recursive practice would have allowed practitioners to use
empirical methods coupled with their own expert knowledge of rural populations to
objectively identify recipients with the most need for the technology. However, this
positivist process was interrupted as practitioners immediately faced competition from
several federal agencies. These agencies had independently used the same methods
and statistical data to identify the same populations, but had begun distribution a few
months earlier. Practitioners were forced to abandon their positivist methods and
instead worked with community leaders to identify people who had not already received
a federal stove. The list was much shorter than anticipated and included many people
who did not appear to need the technology. The rigidity of the program budget meant
that practitioners were required to deliver all 3,941 stoves in the pre-selected locations.
With so few people left to receive stoves, the only criterion for selection was that the
person had not already received a federal stove. Practitioners were doubly disgruntled
by the situation as it simultaneously highlighted that state and federal development
overlap, but that the federal government was capable of beating Yucatecan practitioners
to communities in their own state. Of course, this is understandable within the total
recursive system of Yucatecan development, which is characterized by the state’s party
politics with regard to the federal government.
The registration of recipients made up the final encounters in this process. With
the list of community members who had not already received a stove, practitioners went
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door-to-door to ask potential recipients to register. The encounter remained
unidirectional as practitioners initiated the encounter, described the benefits of the stove
they would be delivering and asked the potential recipient if he or she would like to
receive one. It is important to note that, at the time these registration encounters were in
progress, program directors were still selecting the model of the stove that would be
delivered to recipients. Most registration encounters thus only communicated the
benefits of the stove, such as its ecological and health benefits, but not specifications
about the materials, size or design of the stove. The vast majority of those who were
approached agreed to receive a stove and registered for it by providing documentation
and signing a form. With the great quantity of registrations on a limited time schedule,
encounters remained brief and recipient input was minimized.
Training: Encounters concerning the training of recipients on how to install and
use the stove also reflect the recursive practices of practitioner culture. In addition to the
reduction of deforestation in rural areas, the program also aimed to reduce marginality
and poverty through technology transfers that would streamline reproductive activities.
Practitioners drew from their expert knowledge of rural and indigenous households to
identify women as those family members responsible for cooking and all its associated
practices. Practitioners again drew from their expert knowledge to conclude that training
sessions should be directed to those who would be using and maintaining the stove,
meaning that training sessions were given almost exclusively to women. This strategy
would not only promote that the stove was used and used according to design, it would
also work toward the gender-based goals of the program by involving women in the
process of technology transfer and modernization.
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Training sessions maintained a unidirectional format as practitioners
demonstrated all aspects of installation and use of the equipment. Sessions began with
a demonstration of the installation process. The stove would ideally be placed on blocks
to lift it off the ground and allow for women to cook standing up. Practitioners
demonstrated how to remove the cooking surface from the base to expose the innerworkings of the stove. Women were taught how to fill the base with sand and arrange
the sand to help channel the smoke toward the smoke escape at the back of the base
(Figure 6-3). Practitioners also explained that only a certain type of sand (crushed
limestone) could be used to fill the stove, which was not included in the kit but could be
bought or collected from a local source. The chimney, made up of two sheet metal stove
pipes, a 90 degree elbow connector and a rain cap, was assembled and attached to the
back of the stove (Figure 6-2). In the training session, the 90 degree elbow was

Figure 6-2. The materials delivered to stove recipients
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connected directly to the back of the base, then the stove pipe and rain cap were
attached to the elbow. To install the stove in a thatch-roof home, recipients would need
to make a hole in the thatch, thread the stove pipe through the hole, then top it with the
rain cap outside. Concerned that damaging their roof would allow for leaks, most
recipients installed the chimney as seen in Figure 6-4, so that the chimney exited
through the wall. In either case, the chimney required that the stove be installed at the
edge of the room, next to a wall. While this is typical in concrete homes, three-stone
hearths are generally located toward the center of thatch-roof homes.

Figure 6-3. A stove installed and lit with the cooking surface lifted to expose the inner
construction. The limestone filling is arranged to channel smoke toward the
chimney at the back of the stove. Fire derives from the square entrance at the
front of the stove.
Once the stove was assembled, women were taught how to light the stove. They
learned that wood should be cut in small, thin pieces and placed in the square entrance
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on the base of the stove. Specific techniques were taught to address the difficulties of
lighting wood in a small, enclosed space. The stove was lit and allowed to warm.
Practitioners then demonstrated how to prepare food on the stove by boiling and frying
an egg, cooking tortillas, grilling meat and warming water for coffee. Women were then
taught how to maintain the stove by putting chalk on the cooking surface after use and
how to refill the base when the sand inside settled.

Figure 6-4. An installed stove as seen from inside and outside the home. In this
instance, the 90 degree elbow was placed between the two pipes rather than
at the exit at the back of the stove. This allowed for the chimney to exit the
home through the wall rather than the roof.
Although women were able to ask questions or participate in any aspect they
wanted, the encounter maintained a unidirectional format to streamline the achievement
of program goals. The primary goal was to fully replace the three-stone hearth with the
ecological stove, which would enable women to reap the multiple benefits of the
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program. The training session thus constantly compared the ecological stove with the
three-stone hearth to emphasize the benefits of abandoning a traditional practice for a
modern one. Practitioners reviewed the benefits of the design by pointing out that the
sand inside the stove evenly distributed the heat from the fire so that more food could
be prepared across the large, rectangular cooking surface. The sand also held heat,
which kept the stove hot even with very little fire. Thanks to this design, women would
not need to constantly maintain a burning fire to continue cooking, but could light it
periodically to keep the sand hot. This meant that the stove required less wood to cook
the same foods that could be prepared over a three-stone hearth, ultimately reducing
women’s burden of collecting wood. Most importantly, however, the stove reduced
emissions and channeled the remaining smoke outside the house, so women would not
inhale smoke while cooking. This would reduce respiratory illnesses and eye problems
while at the same time keeping the ceilings of the home free of soot. Finally, the
asbestos sides of the stove refracted heat, which protected women and children from
being burned while the stove was lit.
Stove delivery: The third set of encounters focused on delivering stoves to
registered families. In an ideal delivery, practitioners would deliver the stove and assist
the family with installation. This type of encounter provided practitioners a final chance
to ensure that the stove would be understood for its environmental and health benefits
and also used according to design. These deliveries occurred in several towns,
particularly in areas where a Secretariat practitioner was stationed for long-term
community development activities. However, in many towns deliveries did not transmit
perspectives as practitioners simply dropped off the equipment without helping families
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to install it. This was the case for families who were not at home during delivery and in
towns where practitioners were rushed to finish delivery. In these cases, practitioners
relied on the transmission of cultural perspectives during the training session to ensure
that recipients understood and used the stove in ways that corresponded with
practitioners’ expectations.
Follow-up: The final set of encounters involved follow-up activities in which
practitioners monitored use of the stove over the long-term and addressed any gaps in
anticipated and actual usage. Follow-up encounters were originally planned to be
formal, top-down evaluations of each recipient family in which interpretations and uses
of the stove would be documented on a standardized survey. These objective data
could be used to make adjustments in follow-up encounters or to inform future program
designs. However, a lack of time and money toward the end of the program changed
the nature of follow-up encounters. Rather than sending brigades to conduct formal
evaluations of each family, follow-up practices were instead tacked onto encounters in
other programs. In this way, follow up activities only took place if practitioners
encountered stove recipients in their other duties.
The structure of the encounter depended upon the practitioner who conducted it.
Practitioners stationed in Merida generally conducted a revision using empirical
methods to assess uses and the condition of the stove. These results were not formally
logged or surveyed but were orally reported from memory to program directors.
Practitioners stationed in recipient towns engaged in more relational and less formal
follow-up encounters. Practitioners’ personal relationships with the families developed
over long-term engagement in the communities encouraged recipients to express the
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more qualitative opinions and interpretations of the program. Rather than enter the
encounter with a list of prepared survey questions, practitioners revised the condition of
the stove and asked situational questions about how recipients used the stove. Finally,
because these encounters were focused on mutual understanding rather than meeting
program goals, practitioners also came to understand why many recipients had chosen
not to use the stove. Again, these results were not formally recorded, but were relayed
to program directors through oral reports.
Anticipated outcomes: Practitioner culture plays a large role in the estimation of
program outcomes, as estimations reflect the positivist structure of Yucatecan
development and practitioners’ agency as experts of development. The stove program
was designed to address needs and problems that had been objectively exposed
through the state’s own data collection methods. Further, the holistic theoretical
perspective of practitioners encouraged them to interpret the success of stove programs
in other Mexican states as evidence that ecological stoves present a universal solution
to the problems experienced by marginalized people using a three-stone hearth.
Marginalized people were thus imagined and treated as a homogenous group with
homogenous needs that could be addressed through a single, universal solution.
Success of the program was defined by recipients’ total replacement of the three-stone
hearth with the ecological stove, which would unlock the many ecological and healthrelated benefits of the stove and ultimately reduce marginalization in rural areas.
Practitioners anticipated that the objectives of the program were so universal that
recipients would recognize the benefits and be motivated to change their practices. On
a personal level, recipients would connect use of the stove with improved health as they
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were freed from lung, eye and stomach infections that practitioners concluded were
associated with the three-stone hearth. They would recognize the benefits of saving
money and time that would otherwise be spent on doctor visits. They would also see
that, because the ecological stove used less firewood, they saved time in collecting and
cutting firewood. Beyond their own personal benefits, they would also connect their
changed practices with conservation, as they would no longer cut live, oxygen-giving
trees to burn and would emit less smoke into the environment. Practitioners anticipated
that, with the help of unidirectional encounters, recipients would fully engage in the
universal desire for sustainable development. The stove would allow them to help
everyone by helping themselves.
Practitioners also anticipated that recipients would appreciate the stove for
breaking them free of their traditional practices. Use of a three-stone hearth was thought
to mire women in the labor of collecting and cutting firewood and to subject them to
smoke inhalation and burns as they prepared meals for their families. The ecological
stove would free them of this traditional drudgery by saving time and promoting a
cleaner cooking environment. The program director anticipated that women needed only
experience the conveniences of this modern technology and they would never go back
to the three-stone hearth (personal correspondence, October 2011). He explained that,
while many practitioners doubted whether these women were capable of breaking from
their traditional practices, he believed the universal benefits would instill them with the
agency they needed to make that step. Indeed, he had seen women discard their threestone hearth for a gas stove and say they would never go back, emphasizing that
women are both capable of and interested in modern technology. It was fully anticipated
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that if the state provided this input to modernity, the women would embrace it for its
modernizing properties.
The Role of Recipient Culture in Program Outcomes
The discussion has thus far examined the role of practitioner culture in the
outcomes of the Ecological Stove Program. It has specifically focused on four types of
encounters initiated by practitioners in order to meet program goals and influence
program outcomes that met their expectations. This section discusses the other side of
the equation as it examines the role of recipient culture in program outcomes. While
practitioners designed encounters to be a unidirectional transfer of materials and ideas,
a more relational perspective reveals the active role participants played in interpreting
and using program materials. This section demonstrates that recipients encountered
practitioners and the program from their own cultural perspective, rather than that of
practitioners, and thus interpreted and used the program in ways that embodied the
relationship between their own agency and the multi-scalar structures in their cultural
environment. This section follows the same format as the last as it examines each of the
four types of encounters including selection and registration, training, delivery and
follow-up. The discussion examines each of these encounters as sites of cultural
negotiation that ultimately determined the outcomes of the Ecological Stove Program.
At the outset, it is important to note the specific context in which the data were
collected. Eighty-one stove recipients were located in 13 towns across the state. I
began visiting homes for the purpose of this research about a year after the stoves were
delivered. Recipients’ demeanor and responses to my interview questions suggested
that they believed my visit to be the evaluation promised by practitioners during delivery.
For example, an interviewee might enthusiastically explain the benefits of the stove
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although it was clear that the stove had never been used. Steps were made to ensure
recipients that I was not a state or federal practitioner with a program-related agenda,
but an American student collecting data for a research project. Long-term field
experience in diverse roles helped me to differentiate between those who accepted my
identity and those who continued encountering me as a practitioner based on behavior
throughout the interview. This differentiation is, in the end, entirely subjective, but added
rich relational data that will be discussed in the follow-up section.
Selection and registration: Recipients’ reasons for and process of registering to
receive an ecological stove reflect the recursive practices of recipient culture. The
question posed to recipients was, “Why did you want to receive a stove?” Those who
believed I was a practitioner generally provided responses concerning the benefits of
the stove that had been reviewed in registration and training encounters. The most
common response in these scenarios was that they were interested in reducing the
amount of smoke in the home, reducing the amount of wood used and protecting
themselves and their families from burns. No recipients mentioned the conservation
aspects of using less wood and only one mentioned modernization or the reduction of
marginality as a reason for wanting the stove. While many of these responses probably
reflected recipients’ genuine interest in the stove, the regurgitation of the information
provided by practitioners suggested that recipients believed there was a “correct”
answer to this question. Recipients’ attempts to answer the question correctly and add
some enthusiasm or appreciation for having received this “gift” played into the positivist
structure of Yucatecan development. Recipients practiced this encounter as a top-down
affair in which I, the assumed practitioner, had the ability to take the stove away and
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mark that recipient’s name off the list for future programs. By enacting the part of a
passive receiver of goods interested in maintaining the current structure, these
recipients ensured the continuation of what is, in their total recursive system, a structure
of giving and receiving.
The overwhelming majority who seemed to accept that I was not a practitioner
gave various other reasons for registering for the program. First, many did not recognize
their own agency in the selection and registration encounters and responded that they
accepted the stove because it was brought to them. These responses were sometimes
coupled with expressions of disdain for having received the stove, as it carried with it
the obligation to use it even if it failed to meet recipients’ needs or broke during initial
use. Other recipients recognized their own agency, and explained that they registered
for a stove to test it and see if it was something they would be interested in using.
Others gave more specific reasons for wanting a stove that did not parallel with the
benefits described by practitioners. For instance, several said they wanted an apparatus
to warm water while they cooked on their three-stone hearth. Each of these responses
demonstrates how recipients interpreted the stove from their own cultural perspective
rather than the perspective of practitioners. Those who received the stove without
particularly wanting it accepted it into their homes and even used it as a perceived
responsibility in the top-down structure of development. Those who actively requested a
stove intended to use it in ways that fit within their own daily practices. These uses may
have overlapped with the uses designed by practitioners, but this was not recipients’
express goal.
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Finally, eleven of the 81 recipients interviewed explained that they registered to
receive a stove thinking it was a different model. Five other models of stoves were
encountered during this research including three federal models, a second state model
and a municipal model in the west side of the state (Figures 6-6, 6-7 and 6-8). The
precise number of other federal, state, municipal or private stove programs operating in
the state is unknown. During registration encounters, practitioners still were unsure
which model the Secretariat would choose and only described the anticipated benefits
of the stove. Recipients interpreted the information from within their own cultural
perspective to imagine one of several models most common in their surroundings.
Recipients who were expecting to receive another model were unanimously
disappointed with the state stove, particularly as installation required modifications to
the home and the kit did not come with all the materials necessary to install and use it.
This presented immediate challenges that only the most interested recipients were
willing to overcome.
Training: Women’s participation in the stove training session reflected recursive
practices that embody the relationship between women’s agency and the structures of
their cultural environment. The question posed to recipients was, “Who attended the
training session?” Many women were confused by the question and stated that no
training session was given. It was only through continued conversation that it became
apparent that women were shown how to use the stove, but the lack of interaction
between practitioners and recipients led them to call it a “demonstration” rather than a
“training session.” This categorization of the learning process illustrates that women not
only understood but practiced the unidirectional format of the encounter. It is highly
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likely that women did not ask questions or otherwise interrupt the demonstration out of
respect for the structure of the encounter.
Women’s interpretation and use of the training session was informed by several
recursive practices. First, women’s descriptions of the training session suggested a
gendered gap in the learning process. Women are indeed the primary users of cooking
apparatuses, which is why they were invited to the training session, but a male family
member is generally responsible for installing this type of fabricated equipment in the
home. One woman explained the grapevine process through which her stove was
installed. She said, “They taught us how to install it in a house. That’s where I saw it and
everyone else. That’s how you learn it. Then when my husband came home I showed
him how to install it because that’s how they showed us” (personal correspondence,
December 2011). Women attended the training session because they were invited, but
felt unprepared to understand the technical instruction. For example, one woman
explained, “A person came and showed us how we should install it and also explained
about the crushed limestone. It’s just that, we don’t know how to install it or what we
were supposed to do once we filled it with the limestone” (personal correspondence,
December 2011). In this case, the woman understood that the stove should be filled
with a certain type of sand, but had difficulty relaying the technical instruction of
arranging the sand, which would allow for the smoke to exit through the escape at the
back of the stove. Ten of the 81 recipients interviewed for this research claimed that the
stove exploded from the inside or the sides burned or cracked during the first few days
of use, two malfunctions that are expected of stoves that are not installed according to
design. These data suggest that gender structures and the agency of men and women
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within these structures affected whether people were able to use the stove and
therefore impacted program outcomes.
Second, practices of social networking allowed for some registered recipients to
skip the training session. In these situations, those women who did not or could not
attend the training session would be filled in by those women who did attend. For
instance, one woman was recovering from an operation, so her neighbor taught her how
to use the stove (personal correspondence, October 2011). This created a conversation
between two women, neither of whom felt confident in their ability to relay or apply the
technical information that was provided. The woman who had not attended the session
would later relay whatever information she had garnered to a man who would be
installing the stove. Practices of social networking ultimately extended the grapevine
process by which training occurred and therefore opened greater possibility for improper
installations.
Finally, language became another factor influencing women’s use of the training
session. Sessions were delivered in Spanish even though much of the population in
recipient villages was more comfortable speaking Mayan. Women were already
challenged to understand the technical concepts presented in the training sessions and
the language barrier for Mayan-speakers further reduced comprehension. For example,
when asked whether the training session was provided in Spanish or Mayan, one fluent
Spanish-speaking women said, “No, no, they spoke Spanish. They explained it like that
and, well, nobody used the stove. I used mine and when it broke I stopped using it, but
no one else even used it” (personal correspondence, December 2011). Again, it is likely
that the unidirectional format of the session limited women’s willingness to interrupt for
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clarification and questions. Mayan speakers gathered as much information as possible
while listening to and watching the demonstration, then relied on social networking
practices to fill in the gaps in comprehension. In this case, the structure of the encounter
coupled with local language practices impacted program outcomes.
Delivery: Deliveries were, overall, brief encounters in which practitioners
dropped off the equipment and engaged in only perfunctory conversation with
recipients. In some towns, however, delivery of the stove also included a brief refresher
tutorial on how to install, light and use the stove. Women generally took advantage of
the opportunity to ask questions and participate in the process of selecting a location for
the stove. Some women even reported that practitioners helped them install the stove,
suggesting that women seized the opportunity to begin using the stove immediately. In
general, the few stoves that were installed by practitioners were more likely to have
been used for a longer period of time and some were even still in use a year later.
Although the women understood the delivery to be a relational process and practitioners
understood it to be a unidirectional process, these encounters enabled the two parties
to negotiate an installation that met both interests.
Follow-up: In the absence of a formal follow-up stage, many recipients believed
my interviews to be the evaluation practitioners had promised during delivery. Steps
were made to clarify my actual identity and the purpose of my visit, but the situation
offered rich data concerning recipients’ recursive practices during follow-up encounters
with practitioners. It was previously mentioned that recipients’ practices during follow-up
encounters are highly influenced by their understanding that practitioners have the
ability to take program materials back if they are not being used or used properly, and to
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mark a recipient off the list for other or future programs. Practitioners confirmed that
there is no such internal accounting system within the Secretariat, which suggests that
this understanding derives from some previous experience with development programs.
This understanding on the part of recipients is worth exploring as it so greatly influences
follow-up encounters as recursive practices.
This recipient belief highlights several key practices, structures and forms of
agency that make up a total recursive system of receiving in Yucatan. First, in terms of
structures, it suggests that public development programs are a familiar and even
engrained structure by which people receive benefits. Recipients understand this
structure to be top-down and largely opaque as recipients are often unaware of the
program until materials are delivered. They also are not informed why they were
selected for the program and are therefore unsure of the requisites and requirements
they must meet in order to keep programs coming. Second, it suggests a perceived
homogeneity of public development agencies, as recipients conclude that programs
come from “the government” and that all programs are thus regulated by the same
stipulations. This homogenized understanding of government programs may derive from
Yucatecans’ experience with Mexican and local governments prior to the year 2000. It
was only in the last 12 years that recipients have really become familiar with the idea of
competing parties and the 2006-2012 administration was the first time that the state and
federal government were not of the same party in Yucatan. Recipients are possibly still
adjusting to the changing structure of Mexican and Yucatecan government, which has
manifested in rural areas in the form of multiple competing (and in this case
overlapping) development programs. Finally, in terms of agency, it suggests that
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recipients are interested in perpetuating the structure of giving, be it unidirectional or
otherwise. The usefulness of programs has proven hit-or-miss, but those programs that
do bring useful ideas or materials charge recipients with the desire to upkeep this
structure of receiving. Because recipients are unsure of the requisites and requirements
for ensuring the continuation of this structure, follow-up encounters are an anxious
opportunity to convince practitioners that the program was useful and that more
programs are needed.
Several corresponding practices were used as strategies for perpetuating the
structures of receiving. It was previously mentioned that, although steps were taken to
ensure recipients that I was not a practitioner with the ability to take away program
materials or mark the recipient off the list for future programs, many recipients continued
to engage with me in the same ways they would engage with a practitioner. Aside from
the usual behaviors of giving short responses that provided the “correct” answers with a
bit of added enthusiasm about their appreciation for the stove, many recipients also
explicitly stated the goal of their behavior. Those who had not used the stove usually
explained that they would be installing it soon and took measures to confirm their story.
For example, the son of one recipient took full responsibility for his mother’s stove being
uninstalled and asked that I come back in a few days to see that he had installed it
(personal correspondence, November 2011). Many of those who discarded their stove
after it malfunctioned expressed concern that I might report that they did not take proper
care of it or had enrolled in the program just to receive something they could sell as
scrap. In contrast, those who had installed their stoves were quick to invite me into the
home and show me how they used it. When asked at the end of the interview if there
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was anything else they would like to add, many of these recipients expressed their
appreciation for the stove and for the many other programs they had received. For
instance, one recipient said, “I appreciate you coming by very much and if you are
walking around checking to see how people are using the stove, it’s like I told you, when
I come home from my farm, I use this thing. It is very convenient for me” (personal
correspondence, December 2011). In these instances, recipients used the encounter as
a relational space in which they acknowledged the top-down structure of giving but
appealed to the practitioner on a personal level. Recipients attempted to demonstrate
that they met the requisites and requirements for continued receiving but, because they
are unsure of what these requisites and requirements are, concluded by simply stating
their need or desire to continue receiving.
A second strategy became apparent when the condition of the stove did not
match up with recipients’ description of their use of the stove. In these cases, the
recipient might explain that the stove had been immensely helpful in reducing the
amount of smoke in the home and protecting from burns, but such clues as cobwebs, a
pristine cook surface or lack of smoke stains reflected that it had been used minimally or
not at all. This practice of supplying the “correct” answers despite one’s actual use is
understood as a practice promoting the continuity of the total recursive system of
receiving. It was significant that, in certain cases, the cleanliness of the stove was
dramatized as if the recipient had cleaned it just prior to my arrival. The reoccurrence of
this situation led me to ask one woman why the stove was so clean. She offered no
direct answer but instead began expressing appreciation for Oportunidades, a federal
program that provides a cash stipend to recipients as long as they fulfill certain
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requirements like attend regular health check-ups. Further conversation revealed that
the recipient thought I was a “government” practitioner (of the homogenized sort) and
that non-compliance in the stove program would lead to her being ejected from
Oportunidades. She had not found the stove particularly useful, but kept it installed in
preparation for the evaluation. This expression of agency again supported the continuity
of the structure of receiving while also highlighting a common understanding of
government programs among recipients.
Situations like these highlighted a third strategy used to perpetuate the structure
of receiving. It was discussed in Chapter 1 that interviews were conducted until they
reached saturation, which is the point in which interviews only reaffirm previous data
without generating much new insight (Glaser and Strauss 1967). It is significant that, in
most towns, only eight to ten interviews were needed to reach saturation. This
circumstance, combined with the situation of entering into a home to find that the stove
had been previously prepared for the interview, pointed to practices of social networking
during the follow-up phase. Although this was unconfirmed by interview data and did not
occur in every town, it appeared as though neighbors and family members alerted one
another that a practitioner was in the area conducting evaluations. The process likely
began after completion of the first interview when that recipient began informing others
of the nature of the interview. This allowed people time to prepare answers and, in
some cases, to unpack and set up their stoves. Indications of this social networking
were especially prominent in towns with a well-established history of receiving
programs, suggesting that recipients’ total recursive system of receiving had become
more practiced over time.
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Program Outcomes
The discussion has thus far examined the outcomes stage of the Ecological
Stove Program from each of the cultural perspectives of practitioners and recipients.
Four types of encounters were examined as sites in which the recursive practices of
practitioners and recipients met and melded to ultimately determine the outcomes of the
program. This section summarizes, compares and contrasts the anticipated and actual
results of the program to ultimately identify gaps and examine the role of practitioner
and recipient culture in these gaps.
In the absence of formal follow-up surveys, practitioners estimated actual
outcomes based on their own informal encounters with recipients after the program or,
alternatively, through subjective oral reports provided to program directors by field
practitioners. Unidirectional encounters tended to capture only the holistic, quantifiable
statistics of stove usage; that is, they noted whether the stove was being used or not
and, if so, whether it was being used exclusively or in conjunction with the three-stone
hearth. More relational follow-up encounters tended to also capture data on cultural
interpretations and uses of the stove. For instance, practitioners reported that several
recipients used the base of the stove as a chicken coop while others had adapted the
metal cooking surface for use on a three-stone hearth. These alternative uses of the
materials of the program were reported to program directors who promptly applied their
expertise to standardize these data into holistic categories. To program directors, these
alternative uses were categorized as non-use of the equipment simply because they did
not fit with practitioners’ expectations of how the stove would be used.
The holistic design of the program and these holistic interpretations of the actual
outcomes of the program led practitioners to conclude that the program failed. From the
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outset, success was defined as full acceptance of the stove, meaning that people not
only used the stove according to design but also used it exclusively by throwing out their
three-stone hearth. With this narrow definition, only one of the 81 recipients interviewed
for this research could be considered a “success case.” Another 26 people were using
the stove a year after it was delivered, but were using it in ways that practitioners did not
see as unlocking the full ecological and health benefits of the stove. Each of these 26
cases was glossed as a failure.
Practitioners gave four major explanations of why the program failed. First, they
blamed the stove, stating that it was constructed of weak materials that broke before
women had the opportunity to see the benefits the stove could bring. Second, and in a
related sense, practitioners blamed recipient culture for keeping the women from
recognizing and using the stove for its modernizing capabilities. Because the stove had
malfunctioned, these women did not experience the benefits of modernity and thus had
no incentive to break free of their traditional customs. Third, practitioners blamed federal
stove programs by concluding that competition limited interest in the state program. The
federal stoves were better constructed and more durable, but they also arrived earlier
than the state stoves. Without this competition, the state stove would have been more
appreciated and used more. Fourth, practitioners admitted that they were not as wellprepared and organized as they needed to be. The program was not funded in the 2010
fiscal year budget but by a mid-year influx of funds for rural programs. The Secretariat
was given a very short time to spend these resources, which forced practitioners to get
started without much preparation for field activities. The program would have been more
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successful if practitioners had 1) been prepared to give quality training sessions and 2)
had the time and funds to conduct follow-up activities.

Figure 6-5. The inner construction of the stove and the associated alternative use of the
stove like a gas burner
A relational perspective takes off from holistic categories to understand how
practices fit within recipients’ total recursive systems. In this way, a relational
examination takes into account who was or was not using the stove at the time of the
interview, but also before the interviews. It also defines use in relation to other recursive
practices of the recipient. Use becomes any conscious engagement with the equipment,
particularly those that meet the current and future needs and interests of recipients. One
way to operationalize this relational examination is to ask how a recipient is or was
using the equipment, not whether they are or were using it.
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The data collected for this research shows that 27 of the 81 of the stoves located
during this research were still being used in recipients’ homes and were being engaged
in everyday practices. In fact, 85 percent of these stoves were being used in cooking
practices, but recipients had removed the cooking surface to use the stove in the same
way one would use a gas stove (Figure 6-5). This was made possible by the inner
construction of the stove, which created an “eye” that could be heated or cooled by
controlling the fire directly underneath. Recipients reported using the ecological stove
for items that needed to simmer or boil for longer periods of time. For example, the
stove was commonly used in this way to warm pots of soup or bathwater or for nixtamal,
the slow-cook process by which corn is rendered into dough. These slow-cook items
normally take up valuable space on the three-stone hearth but the stove allowed for
recipients to prepare these items simultaneously with other items. Although the stove
was not being used according to design, this alternative use of the stove unlocked
several of the anticipated benefits of the program. It reduced the amount of time and
firewood needed to prepare slow-cook items by shielding the flame from the wind and
concentrating the heat. This ultimately reduced the amount of smoke that was released
into the home. Finally, the insulation of the flame kept it from radiating heat that
bothered women as they cooked or had the potential to burn wandering children.
In converse the data also determined that 54 of the 81 stoves (about 66 percent)
were not in use at the time of the interview. However, this relational research took off
from holistic categories to examine whether and how recipients had used the stove prior
to the interview. The data show that, of the 54 stoves not in use, 26 people had used
their stoves directly after delivery, but removed it for one or more reasons. The most
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common reason for abandoning the stove was a malfunction. Ten of these 26 stoves
were affected by such malfunctions as an internal explosion, cracked sides or smoke
leaks. The high frequency of malfunctions pointed to two possible causes. Practitioners
identified the first, which is that the stove was poorly constructed and made of weak
materials. This was also suggested by many families who were still using their stoves
despite cracks in its asbestos sides. A second likely cause exposed by this research
relates to gaps between the training and installation processes. Language barriers,
gender structures and practices of social networking opened several possibilities for the
stove to be installed in ways that would cause the malfunctions reported by recipients.
The data suggest a strong link between these challenges and improper installation as
many women who were still using the stove at the time of the interview either sent their
husbands to the training session, allowed a practitioner to install the stove or were
trained to install the stove in Mayan rather than Spanish.
The second most common reason for abandoning the stove was concern for
child safety. Eight women either uninstalled the stove or never set it up for fear that their
children would fall on or touch the cooking surface. Two actually experienced accidents
before removing the stove. In light of these data, the above mentioned alternative use of
the stove is the end result of a negotiation between a mother’s interest in using the
stove and her concern for her children’s safety. The third most common reason for
abandoning the stove was fear of burning the flammable materials of the home (e.g. a
thatch roof and wooden walls). At least three homes across the state were burned by
state stoves. Social networking practices allowed for the news to travel wide and fast,
leading many women to abandon the stove or, less commonly, to relocate it to an open
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area. One fire victim was interviewed for this research and explained that the metal
chimney had become so hot that it ignited the thatch-roof of her kitchen and burned the
entire structure to the ground in a matter of minutes. This led women to the conclusion
that the stove was better suited for concrete, rather than thatch-roof homes. Ironically,
the stove was understood by recipients to draw a line between modern and traditional,
rather than bridge it.
These relational data reveal that recipient culture did not keep women from using
the stove as practitioners concluded. Fifty-three of the 81 recipients interviewed for this
research were using or had used the stove, suggesting that they were open to
technological changes in their cooking practices and actively added it to their everyday
practices. Practitioners estimated results from within their own cultural perspective so
that success depended on women’s use of the stove in ways that corresponded with
practitioners’ expectations. The data demonstrate that women did not use the stove
from within practitioners’ cultural perspective, but interpreted in from their own cultural
perspective and located it within their own recursive practices. The institutionalization of
culture as an unpredictable phenomenon that causes program failure allowed
practitioners to blame women’s culture for their non-use of the stove. However these
data suggest that practitioners’ own narrow cultural definitions of what constitutes use
were responsible for overlooking the varied successes of the program.
This brief overview of the anticipated and actual outcomes of the Ecological
Stove Program is facilitated through the use of the encounters approach as a relational,
practice-oriented perspective. Although practitioners understood the program to be a
failure based on holistic interpretations of the data, a relational perspective paints a
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much different picture. About 65 percent of recipients did use the stove, but the holistic
theoretical perspective of practitioners meant that alternative uses and blocked attempts
to install and use the stove were glossed as failures. The encounters approach
identified the multiple roles of recipient and participant culture in negotiating the gaps in
anticipated and actual results through program encounters. In providing the four
suspected reasons for program failure, practitioners began to recognize how encounters
influence program outcomes and their cultural role in those encounters. They admitted
that they were unprepared for training sessions and unable to complete follow-up, and
thus did not take full advantage of the opportunity to guide recipients in interpreting and
using the program in ways that corresponded with the program’s anticipated
achievements. In other words, they were unable to encounter recipients on a cultural
level to guide them in practicing modernity through the program, but instead relied on
the unidirectional transfer of ideas and practices vis-à-vis the stove. Given practitioners’
investment in creating and perpetuating the top-down structure of development, it
becomes practitioners’ responsibility to adjust their practices in ways that recognize the
active role recipient culture plays in development programs. Strategies for adjusting
practitioners’ field practices to more accurately identify and meet the needs of recipients
are the subject of the next chapter.
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Figure 6-6. A second model of stove delivered by the state government

Figure 6-7. A model of stove delivered by a municipal government
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Figure 6-8. Three models of stoves delivered by agencies of the federal government
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CHAPTER 7
CONCLUSION
This dissertation has examined a critical mismatch between the human-centered
goals of contemporary global development and the holistic social theory that underpins
the achievement of those goals. It set out to achieve four interlocking theoretical and
practical objectives that would establish the dimensions of this problem and also offer
practical and theoretical solutions for addressing it. This conclusion summarizes the key
contributions and findings of this research by revisiting each of these initial research
objectives.
Chapters 1 and 2 reviewed the methodologies and techniques that were used to
collect and analyze data toward the achievement of the four research objectives. Field
research between August 2011 and July 2012 examined three development programs
of the state government of Yucatan, Mexico. Data collection was informed by a practiceoriented approach, which helped to focus analysis on the specific practices, structures
and expressions of agency that influence Yucatan’s development processes. Field
research concluded with three major data sets that corresponded to each of the three
programs. Each data set was composed of transcripts of formal and informal interviews
with program practitioners and recipients, extensive field notes on participantobservation, ethnographic photographs and official documents and reports concerning
each program. Analysis of the field data was informed by the encounters approach and
was facilitated by MaxQDA, a qualitative data analysis program. Interview transcripts,
field notes, photos and documents were coded in terms of the interaction that took place
during various encounters. This involved coding for specific practices, structures and
expressions of agency that influenced the encounter and then comparing data to
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understand how recursive interaction during these encounters influenced outcomes at
each stage of program completion. Simultaneous to the collection and analysis of field
data, the paradigm framework informed analysis of development policy and practice at
the global, national and state levels. Literature at each level was analyzed in terms of
the ontological, methodological and epistemological beliefs and the particular
manifestations of these beliefs in policy and practice. These cross-comparative data
informed an understanding of practitioner culture in Yucatan as it outlined the specific
practices, structures and expressions of agency typical in Yucatecan development
processes. These data were essential in the analysis of encounters as sites for the
cultural negotiation of program outcomes.
Interpretations and Treatments of Culture in Development
The first objective of the study was to determine how culture is interpreted and
treated in the Millennium Development framework. This objective was achieved through
a comparative examination of the theoretical and practical frameworks of global,
national and state development. Use of the paradigm framework determined that the
ontological, epistemological and methodological tenets that guide development policy
give way to specific theoretical interpretations and practical treatments of culture at
each level. Chapter 3 identified global development policy as a guiding model for
national and local development policy and practice, as its positivist structure manifests
in different ways at each level. Practice-oriented cross-comparison in Chapters 3, 4 and
5 traced the structural influences of global development in national and state policy, but
also identified how local structures, expressions of agency and practices modify that
structure at each level. An outline of the total recursive systems of global, Mexican and
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Yucatecan development allowed for a thorough understanding of how culture is
theoretically interpreted and practically treated in each recursive system.
Analysis guided by the paradigm framework determined that global development
fits within a positivist framework, which is characterized by a realist ontology, objectivist
epistemology and empirical experimentalist methodology. Concepts of culture maintain
a holistic definition of culture as an inert structure that guides behaviors and beliefs. Just
as this definition corresponds with the positivist structure of development, three
theoretical interpretations and practical treatments of culture also correspond with the
specific ontological, epistemological and methodological tenets of global development.
First, culture is interpreted as a barrier to development. This interpretation derives from
a realist ontology that recognizes development as a natural, universal process that can
be blocked or slowed by the maintenance of traditional practices. Second, culture is
interpreted as a problem development must solve. This interpretation derives from an
objectivist epistemology that recognizes development as a process of top-down
engineering that solves development problems and breaks down barriers to
development. Development efforts work to break people free of the traditional practices
that are understood to limit “forward” progress. Third, culture is interpreted as a
distraction. This interpretation derives from an empirical experimentalist methodology
that, in its focus on quantitative measures and holistic calculations, recognizes culture
as an unpredictable local phenomenon that distracts from the universality of the
development project. Rather than allow themselves to be distracted by this qualitative
concept, global practitioners instead avoid culture when possible and compartmentalize
it when it cannot be avoided.
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Mexico’s national development policy adopts the positivist structure of global
development, but Chapter 4 demonstrated that Mexico’s development is far from a
carbon-copy of global development policy. Mexico’s development policy and practice
reflect a realist ontology, objectivist epistemology and empirical experimentalist
methodology, but this positivist structure is highly influenced by the national structure of
democracy and the collective agency of policymakers who are simultaneously
development experts and political figures. These recursive differences in the global and
national development models result in unique interpretations and treatments of culture
at the national level. Unlike the global literature, Mexico’s National Development Plan
democratically embraces culture as the wealth of the country and promotes a definition
of development that makes room for cultural diversity. Culture is still conceptualized
holistically as an overarching structure that guides behaviors and beliefs, but the
national perspective understands structures to derive specifically from the past as it
melds with ideas of patrimony and heritage. Mexico’s realist ontology, which unifies
Mexicans in a path toward a multi-cultural modernity, treats traditional culture as a
barrier to development in that it promotes passivity of economic and political
participation. Rather than concluding that this cultural barrier is a problem development
must solve, Mexico’s objectivist epistemology holds that culture is a problem
development must work around. Mexican policy holds that culture should be maintained
in ways that promote participation in a multi-cultural form of Mexican modernity. Finally,
culture is not treated as an avoidable distraction in national development, but as an
important element of Mexico’s identity that must be protected. The candid recognition of
culture in the Mexican National Development Plan provides preliminary evidence to
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suggest that cultural considerations are less avoidable at more local levels and in
democratic contexts.
Yucatan’s state development policy is like Mexico’s national policy in that it
adopts the positivist structure of global development and is highly influenced by
democratic structures. However, Chapter 5 determined that the political agency of
practitioners influences a recursive system of Yucatecan development that differs
significantly from the Mexican model and, instead, more closely resembles the global
model. Yucatecan development reflects a realist ontology, objectivist epistemology and
empirical experimentalist methodology, but these structures manifest in uniquely
Yucatecan ways that reflect the interplay between democratic structures and political
agency. Culture is conceptualized holistically at the state level as a structure that
derives from the past and guides behaviors and beliefs, but is thought to lie exclusively
in the realm of traditional, not modern populations. Much like in the global literature,
Yucatan’s realist ontology leads to the interpretation of culture as a barrier on a
universal path of development. Traditional groups are understood to be mired in and
drawn to cultural rules that inhibit processes of modernization. Yucatan’s objectivist
epistemology identifies culture as a problem development practitioners must solve in
order to render Yucatan into a modern, developed state. Development efforts provide
the inputs to modernity that liberate people of the traditional practices that inhibit their
development. Finally, although Yucatan’s empirical experimentalist methodology
emphasizes empiricism and calculative measures, practitioners and policymakers
understand culture as a worthy and necessary distraction. Practitioners are interested in
expanding their expertise to better incorporate cultural considerations into program
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planning. This eagerness on the part of Yucatecan practitioners demonstrates that
cultural considerations are unavoidable at more local levels and in democratic contexts.
Global development guides local development efforts, but the avoidance of culture
concepts in global development theory leave local practitioners painfully ill-prepared to
address human-centered problems in a multi-cultural, democratic context.
The Encounters Approach
The second objective of the study was to introduce and test the utility of the
encounters approach as an alternative theoretical perspective to guide practices within
the Millennium Development framework. This objective derives from the main problem
identified in this research, which is the critical mismatch between the human-centered
goals of contemporary global development and the holistic social theory that underpins
the achievement of those goals. Chapters 3, 4 and 5 demonstrated that the holistic,
positivist structure of the Millennium Development framework guides development
policy and practice at the national and state levels. In the absence of cultural
considerations in this guiding framework, practitioners in more local contexts bear the
burden of translating the holistic theory of development into democratic development
practices that respect and meet the cultural needs of constituents.
The guiding purpose of this research was to present and test the encounters
approach as an appropriate theoretical perspective that addresses this burden within
the current development framework. In a theoretical sense, the encounters approach
meets the need for a more relational perspective that is capable of understanding the
complexity of the problems of human development. The current holistic framework of
development reflects the belief that complex social phenomena like human
development and culture can and should be understood through macro-level
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examination (Guba 1990; Ritzer and Gindoff 1992). This gives way to a positivist
structure of development that sacrifices contextual detail and scientific accuracy in favor
of over-simplified universal models and a bird’s eye view of development processes.
The encounters approach contrasts from this holistic perspective as it pursues multiscalar, diachronic examination that systematically captures the full complexity of social
phenomena like human development and culture. As a practice-oriented, relational
perspective, the encounters approach embraces the contextual detail that characterizes
the engagement of people with the multi-scalar processes of their cultural environment.
Development is thus reconceptualized as an inherently relational process.
The encounters approach allows for the systematic understanding of the role of
culture in development processes. Unlike the current holistic framework of development,
the encounters approach recognizes culture as a scientific concept that can be
understood and operationalized despite its qualitative complexity. From the encounters
approach, culture is operationalized as practices, particularly those recursive practices
that embody the dynamic relationships between agents and the social structures in the
world around them. Encountering is one such recursive practice made special by its
interactive, social character; encounters become essential sites of cultural negotiation
as agents collectively engage in the perpetuation, modification or destruction of the total
recursive systems they represent.
In a practical sense, the encounters approach operationalizes the application of
contemporary anthropological theory in development and puts development programs
at the center of investigation. From a holistic perspective, programs are treated as
institutionalized mechanisms for the top-down transfer of benefits from development
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agencies to program recipients. Practitioners are understood as active engineers of
these transfers while recipients are understood as passive receivers of the goods and
materials of development. The practice-oriented, relational perspective of the
encounters approach re-orients this conceptualization to understand development
programs as encounters, or sites of cultural negotiation in which the actors of
development engage in the perpetuation, manipulation, modification or reification of the
total recursive systems they represent (Bourdieu 1977; Giddens 1984; Ritzer and
Gindoff 1992). Both practitioners and program recipients are recognized as
development actors and cultural agents who participate equally and actively in the
negotiation of program outcomes as well as the negotiation of the total recursive system
of development (Giddens 1984).
The conclusions of this dissertation suggest that the encounters approach is both
useful and appropriate in incorporating cultural considerations into state development
practices. Relational data like that deriving from the encounters approach are useful in
informing program design before, during and after implementation. Entering into data
collection with a relational perspective prepares practitioners to collect empirical data on
a wider range of possibilities than that contained in a pre-conceived hypothesis. While
the hypothesis still drives program design, relational data capture the contextual detail
surrounding that hypothesis and enable practitioners to design programs that better fit
the needs of those they reach. This allows for more accurate predictions of program
outcomes and promotes success of the program in achieving its goals. During
implementation, the encounters approach allows for the systematic understanding of the
role of practitioner and recipient culture in development. This allows practitioners to
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adjust the interactivity of program encounters to help guide recipients in understanding
and using the program in ways that meet program goals. Finally, the encounters
approach is useful in retrospectively understanding the more qualitative and relational
outcomes of programs. These outcomes go beyond qualitative measures of success
and failure to inform practitioners of how recipients understood and used the program in
ways that met practitioners’ expectations or met other recipient needs that practitioners
did not anticipate. Through the encounters approach, gaps in anticipated and actual
results become spaces of scientific discovery, as they embody the cultural negotiation
that took place at each stage of the program. Relational analysis of these gaps provides
valuable information for improving the design of future programs.
The encounters approach is also an appropriate methodology for operationalizing
cultural considerations in state development practices. Appropriateness is ultimately
determined by practitioners’ ability to understand and begin implementing the approach
without training in anthropological theory and methods. Yucatan’s empirical
experimentalist methodology serves as an entry point for a practice-oriented concept of
culture and the application of the encounters approach in development practice. An
empirical experimentalist methodology encourages practitioners to examine culture
based on its observable characteristics. The daily practices of recipients are already
used as a marker of culture, as practitioners understand such practices as use of a
three-stone hearth and subsistence farming to delineate traditional culture. However, a
holistic theoretical perspective allows for the misinterpretation of culture as an inert
structure that guides behaviors and beliefs and daily practices emerges as people
simply “follow the rules” of their culture. In other words, practices are nothing more than
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the unconscious end-result of an omnipotent structure. The encounters approach, as a
practice-oriented, relational perspective, encourages practitioners to continue their
observation of practices as expressions of culture, but to recognize the recursive value
of practices as they embody the relationship between agency and structure.
Part of this renewed focus on practices involves recognizing the actors of
development and the active role they play in determining the outcomes of programs. In
the context of Yucatan’s democratic structure, practitioners are already well-aware of
the active role recipients play in the outcomes of elections and this awareness often
translates into development practices. However, a holistic theoretical perspective allows
for the misinterpretation and treatment of program participants as passive recipients in
the top-down transfer of development programs. The encounters approach encourages
practitioners to recognize recipients in the development context in the same way that
they recognize recipients in the democratic political context. Recipients are active
participants in development programs who draw from their own cultural perspective in
understanding and using the materials and ideas they receive. In this way, recipients
play an active role in determining the outcomes, and ultimately the success, of
development programs.
At the same time, the encounters approach encourages practitioners to
recognize themselves as cultural agents who are both influenced by and influence the
total recursive systems of modernity and development. Just as traditional culture can be
recognized for its recursive practices, so too are modern culture and development
culture made up of recursive practices. Current dichotomies deriving from
development’s objectivist epistemology enable practitioners to recognize themselves as
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representatives of modernity and providers of development. It is from this basis that
practitioners may begin to understand how their recursive practices of modernity enter
into development programs, where they engage with recipient culture to negotiate the
outcomes of development programs but also the total recursive system of Yucatecan
development.
Finally, the appropriateness of the encounters approach also directly relates to
the likelihood of this concept being utilized within the existing development framework at
the local level. The encounters approach is appropriate in that it does not require
significant modifications to the Millennium Development framework, but introduces an
alternative theoretical perspective for understanding the work that practitioners do. State
development is and will always remain a top-down process by nature of the political
structure that directs it. The encounters approach fits within rather than challenges this
top-down structure as it works at the level of the practitioner. This dissertation has
highlighted that practitioners are experts at much more than holistic theory and methods
as they simultaneously juggle the roles of economists, politicians and anthropologists in
their daily work. The encounters approach addresses the very gap in global
development theory that leaves local practitioners feeling ineffectual in their roles as
anthropologists. It does this by providing practitioners the theoretical and
methodological tools they need to begin incorporating cultural considerations in their
daily tasks of data collection, program planning, program implementation and
interpreting program outcomes. With these tools, practitioners enter into encounters
ready to relate to recipients and prepared to capture the contextual data that surrounds
recipient needs and desires. As experts in a top-down structure of development,
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practitioners bear the burden of adjusting their practices in ways that take recipient
culture into account. The encounters approach eases that burden in ways that promote
mutual understanding and positive changes to the total recursive system of Yucatecan
development.
The Role of Culture in Development Programs
The third objective of the study was to utilize the encounters approach to
determine the role of culture in three development programs in Yucatan, Mexico. The
encounters approach was introduced in Chapter 2 as a theoretical framework for
reconceptualizing development programs as cultural encounters between practitioners
and recipients. It was then applied in Chapter 6 as an analytic methodology for
examining the role of practitioner and recipient culture in development programs.
Application of the encounters approach demonstrated that both practitioner and
recipient culture play a role at each stage of development programs. In this way,
programs act as cultural encounters in which practitioners and recipients negotiate and
ultimately determine program outcomes.
As an analytic methodology, the encounters approach encourages the examiner
to divide a program into its various parts, including recursive practices, agents and
structures, a process that was demonstrated in Chapter 6. In that chapter, the life of a
program was first broken down into three stages, which were loosely differentiated
based on the types of encounters that occurred. The data collection and design stage
was characterized by encounters between practitioners and top-down encounters
between practitioners and recipients. The implementation stage was characterized by
encounters between recipients and practitioners, and, in the case of the Bakers
Program, between recipients and program design as an artifact of practitioner culture.
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The outcomes stage was characterized by field encounters between practitioners and
recipients. Each of the three stages was then analyzed in terms of the actual
encounters or interactions that occurred throughout that stage. Individual encounters
were treated as interactions between two development agents, practitioners and
recipients, and were analyzed from each cultural perspective. This involved identifying
the recursive practices that guided the encounter and examining the social structures
and expressions of agency that influence those practices. The cultural perspectives of
each encounter were compared to expose the cultural negotiation that took place during
the encounter and how this negotiation manifested in the anticipated and actual results
of the program. The encounters approach proved a useful methodology for
understanding the role of culture in the outcomes of development programs and for
rendering gaps in anticipated and actual results into scientific data that can be used for
program improvement.
RedCuidar (Safety Net) offered an example of the data collection and design
stage of development programs. The encounters approach identified survey-taking as a
recursive practice on the part of the practitioners that was effective in collecting and
standardizing the data practitioners sought. However, it also determined that these data
were not as objective and free of cultural bias as practitioners may have believed.
Encounters between practitioners during the design phase of the survey rendered the
survey into an artifact of practitioner culture as it embodied the relationships between
the positivist structure of development and practitioners’ agency as experts of
positivism. Further, the recursive use of the scientific method meant that data on the
needs of Yucatan’s disabled citizens were gathered along the hypothesis of state
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practitioners. The hypothesis, as a pre-formulated estimation of the situation, is highly
influenced by practitioners’ recursive practices of offering affordable, practical programs
that simultaneously meet the needs of recipients and promote the state’s goal in
realizing a modern economy. The recursive practices of training municipal practitioners
and conducting surveys limited the entry of subjective data on the part of recipients but,
in so doing, ensured that survey answers met the culturally-influenced expectations of
state practitioners. The encounters approach thus revealed how the recursive practices
of state practitioners during data collection led to circular reasoning in program design.
That is, survey questions were designed based on needs that were already
hypothesized. The same data that demonstrated those needs also conveniently justified
the need for a program that met those needs, resulting in a program design that reflects
the expertise of practitioners. The RedCuidar projects that were designed from these
data were postponed indefinitely, disallowing an examination of how this program was
interpreted and used by recipients during implementation.
The Bakers Program took up where RedCuidar left off as it offered an example of
the implementation stage of development programs. The encounters approach
identified the design of the program as an artifact of practitioner culture, as it resulted
from the recursive practices of data collection and embodied the relationships between
the positivist structure of development and practitioners’ agency in the creative process.
Practitioners anticipated from their cultural perspective that the top-down design of the
program would create a site for the one-way transfer of ideas from the state to
recipients. However, in the absence of interactive encounters between practitioners and
recipients, recipients interpreted and used each of three program goals in ways that
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corresponded with their own total recursive systems. Recipients’ practices in the
workshop were not structured by the program, but were recursive to their cultural
perspective as they reflected and informed the relationships between agency and
structures in their lives outside the workshop. Quantitative measures of attendance and
graduation rates pointed to the overwhelming success of the program, but the relational
data derived from the encounters approach revealed that most recipients understood
and used the program in ways that did not meet program goals. These gaps in
anticipated and actual results ultimately summarize the role of practitioner and recipient
culture in the outcomes of the implementation stage and point to some simple
adjustments that can be made in the program design in order to close these gaps.
Finally, the Ecological Stove Program offered an example of the outcomes stage
of development programs. The encounters approach determined that practitioner
culture plays a large role in the estimation of program outcomes, as they are both
informed by and inform the relationship between developments’ positivist structure and
practitioners’ agency as experts of development. In the case of the Ecological Stove
Program, practitioners drew from the positivist structure of development to estimate that
the benefits of the program were universally understandable and desirable and
contributed their expertise in creating top-down encounters to simply transfer those
benefits to recipients. Holistic, quantitative measures of stove use concluded the
program to be a failure as very few people were using the stove in the way it was
engineered to be used and/or in ways that were designed to unlock the environmental
and health benefits of the program. However, the relational data derived from the
encounters approach revealed that recipients had been or were using the stove, usually
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in alternative ways that met their needs and often still unlocked the benefits of the
program. These data confirm that recipients did not understand and use the program as
a top-down transfer, but actively participated in the negotiation of program outcomes by
adopting the stove into their own recursive practices. Again, these gaps in anticipated
and actual results summarize the role of practitioner and recipient culture in the
outcomes of development programs and point to some simple adjustments that can be
made in the program design in order to close these gaps.
Recommendations
The final objective of this study was to utilize its data and conclusions to
elaborate recommendations and tools that will aid practitioners in improving
development practice through the incorporation of anthropological science. This
dissertation has already served as a practical example of how the encounters approach
can be operationalized within development processes. An abridged, translated copy of
the dissertation will be provided to the Secretariat and to various public and research
libraries in Mexico to promote the dissemination of these ideas in the development
community. This concluding section takes a final step in making the application of the
encounters approach in development practice both clear and explicit. The
recommendations and tools presented in this conclusion apply the encounters approach
to the programs investigated in this research and are tailored to the needs expressed by
development practitioners of the Secretariat. They are incorporated in this dissertation,
and thus in the social science record, with the hope that they may be useful to
practitioners in other states, in other countries and at other levels of development who
face similar challenges in fulfilling their anthropological roles in development.
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This section is structured in relation to the three stages of program completion
that were reviewed in Chapter 6, including data collection and program design,
implementation and outcomes. Two types of practices will be highlighted in relation to
each stage. First, the section highlights best practices, or those relational practices and
ideas that fit well within the encounters approach. These will be discussed to provide
practitioners a platform for understanding the relational work they already do. Second,
the section highlights holistic methodological practices that limit the entry of relational
perspectives. Each of these practices will be discussed in terms of their impact on the
program and will be followed by recommendations and tools to foment greater
relationism in practitioners’ daily practices.
Data collection: Several best practices in the RedCuidar data collection stage
promoted the inclusion of relational data. First, inter-agency collaboration encouraged
the collection of a wider breadth of data than would have been collected if only
Secretariat practitioners had designed the survey. Each agency may have entered into
the survey design phase with specific hypotheses or questions in mind, but the
collaborative construction of the survey opened opportunities for the topics solicited by
one agency to provide contextual detail in support of another agency’s hypothesis.
Further, the engagement of municipal practitioners in the survey phase also provides an
excellent basis for implementing more relational encounters with recipients. Municipal
practitioners’ experiential knowledge of respondents’ culture and their familiarity with
recipient families encourages respondents to engage in the encounter rather than
provide responses in accordance with the top-down structure of development. Interagency collaboration in survey design ultimately promotes a relational approach without
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altering structures of expertise. Second, it is common in relational research to conclude
an interview (or survey) with an open-ended question that asks the respondent if he or
she has any further comments or contributions. This question asks the respondent to
assess what has already been asked and provide further information from his or her
cultural perspective to clarify an answer or touch on information that was not solicited by
the survey. These types of questions do not significantly alter the top-down encounter of
the survey but provide contextual data from a relevant cultural perspective. Finally, the
training of fieldworkers is essential in large-scale, inter-agency collaboration. These
types of encounters, be they top-down or collaborative, promote the systemization of
data collection as each practitioner is informed of the purpose of the survey and his or
her role in the broader methodology.
Several practices in the RedCuidar data collection stage also limited the entry of
relational data. First, the survey was made up of mostly close-ended questions that
disallow respondents from providing answers outside the expectations of practitioners.
Obvious examples of these questions include yes/no questions (of which there are 52
on the survey), questions that offer categorical responses (i.e. is the roof of the
respondent’s house made of corrugated metal, cement or thatch) and questions that are
presumed to have factual answers (i.e. how many children do you have). These closeended questions encompass practitioner culture as responses are limited to those
anticipated by practitioners and alternative responses must be categorized by the
survey taker. Second, given the holistic methodology of the survey, practitioners were
encouraged to use their expertise to standardize responses to the only open-ended
question on the survey. Practitioners generally standardized the response into
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information that had already been provided elsewhere in the survey and often in ways
that used the space to confirm practitioners’ hypotheses. For instance, this space was
often used to document specific equipment, therapy, operations or economic help that
was needed by the recipient, all of which were solicited elsewhere in the survey. The
expert standardization of these response defeats the purpose of an open-ended
question, particularly in a relational methodology like the encounters approach. Finally,
practitioners’ behavior during the survey ensured its practice as a top-down encounter.
Most practitioners only briefly explained the purpose of the survey and immediately
requested documentation from the respondent to begin the survey. Very little effort was
made to relate to the respondent in ways that would encourage them to engage in a
more relational encounter.
Although surveying generally is not the most effective technique for collecting
relational data, neither is it an exclusively or intrinsically holistic technique. Surveys are
capable of capturing relational data when prepared and used along a relational
methodology like the encounters approach. The RedCuidar survey was largely prepared
along a holistic methodology of positivism, but proved extremely effective in collecting
large amounts of contextual data in a situation that depended upon inter-agency
teamwork. Aside from maintaining the best practices already mentioned, some slight
modifications to the survey would further aid in the collection of more relational data.
First, all close-ended responses could be followed by an open-ended space for
clarification. Categorical questions could include an “other” category where an
alternative category can be written in. Factual and yes/no questions could include a
space for explanations. Take for example the question, “How many children do you
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have?” The open-ended space offers respondents an opportunity to clarify, for example,
that a child is adopted or if the family recently lost a child. Rather than anticipate all
possible responses, these open-ended spaces allow for the full range of contextual data
to enter into the survey.
Second, this research recognizes that practitioners’ multiple roles in the
development context often require different types of data. Budget committees, for
example, prefer holistic data that is already standardized along specific research
questions, but program planning benefits from relational data that reflects the context of
a given problem. Surveys could be designed to meet the multiple needs of practitioners
by including a space for an exact response that is then linked to standardized options.
For example, the RedCuidar survey asked respondents what caused a disability, but
those who were diagnosed by a local healer provided responses that did not fit within
practitioners’ idea of a “medical diagnosis.” In a relational survey, the original diagnosis
could be written into the “exact response” space. The survey taker could then apply the
normal positivist techniques to extract a “medical diagnosis,” and document this in a
corresponding space for standardized information. In this relational approach, the
contextual data is preserved for future use and the practitioners’ positivist logic in
standardizing the information is documented. Practitioners then have access to both
relational and holistic data as they fulfill their various roles as development experts.
Finally, this research has already recognized recipients’ recursive practices
during survey encounters, many of which perpetuate the top-down structure of
development through complacent participation. The creation of relational encounters will
be the responsibility of practitioners whose practices of expertise were and still are
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recursively intertwined in the construction and reconstruction of the top-down structure
of development. The encouragement of relational encounters begins through efforts to
relate to respondents. Rather than beginning a survey by requesting documents,
practitioners may begin by asking the respondent if he or she would like to participate.
The data collected in this research suggest that very few people will decline
participation, but this relational gesture encourages the respondent to actively engage in
the encounter rather than just provide answers. Open-ended questions and requests for
clarification built into a relational survey build on this initial encounter by providing
contextual data to accompany holistic data.
Implementation: The implementation of the Bakers Program included several
relational practices that reduced gaps in anticipated and actual results. First, the
program director’s active collaboration with professionals at rehabilitation centers
allowed for diverse relational data to shape program design. Rehabilitation
professionals maintain interactive relationships with recovering addicts, providing them
a relational understanding of the specific needs of their patients. The program director’s
relational encounters with rehabilitation professionals welcomed the entry of
professionals’ relational data concerning recipients, but also encouraged them to shape
the program design with their own professional perspectives. Second, these relational
data were used to tailor program design to the recursive practices and total recursive
system of recovering addicts. In other words, the program design sprang from cultural
considerations. Finally, the incorporation of qualitative as well as quantitative goals
encouraged the program to remain ever-mindful of the cultural needs of recovering
addicts while at the same time meeting the structural requirements of Yucatecan
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development. Each of these three best practices are directly attributable to the program
director whose training in sociology introduced him to relational methods and also
prepared him to conduct relational research. His ability to implement his relational
perspective within the positivism of Yucatecan development points to the unique
expertise of social scientists like sociologists and anthropologists in the development
context.
The encounters approach highlighted three holistic design elements that enabled
or promoted gaps in anticipated and actual results. First, a lack of interactive encounters
between practitioners and recipients during implementation encouraged recipients to
interpret and use the program fully from their own cultural perspective. Interactive
encounters throughout implementation can be used to streamline the achievement of
program goals and embrace the active role participants play in determining the
outcomes of programs. For instance, an introductory presentation could inform
participants of the purpose of the program, the problems it addresses and the objectives
it aims to achieve. By making them aware of the opportunities being presented and why
they are being presented, recipients are empowered with the conscious choice of how
to express their agency through the program. In addition, practitioners might prompt
weekly or bi-weekly relational encounters by visiting the workshop and speaking with
participants about their experiences. Practitioners may also invite past program
participants to speak with the current cohort, which would simultaneously demonstrate
the goals of the program and also promote the goal of expanding participants’ social
networks. Whatever form these recursive encounters take, it is important to make
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practitioners visible and available to recipients as they engage with the program and
with other program participants.
Second, the application of a universal solution to the diverse problems of various
disabilities promoted significant gaps in outcomes as well as several unanticipated
outcomes. Because the program director is well aware that vulnerability is not
homogenous, both as a sociologist and member of a vulnerable group, the operational
assumption that problems of all vulnerabilities can be effectively addressed by the same
solution seems misplaced. One practitioner suggested that this oversight is the result of
mission creep, in that the program has become so engrained and accepted over the last
three years that is has lost sight of the interplay between the original goals and design
(Babb 2003; personal correspondence, April 2012). A limited state budget clashes with
practitioners’ democratic interest in reaching people of any and all vulnerable groups.
Indeed, this conundrum likely encouraged the use of the Bakers Program as a universal
solution in the first place. The difficulties of serving diverse needs could be addressed
through interactive encounters throughout implementation. An introductory presentation
has already been proposed; this presentation could include information about the
difficulties and challenges different vulnerabilities pose and how participants can
become agents of change, for themselves and for others, through the program. This
type of information introduces the program workshop as a supportive, patient
environment where recipients are aware of the active role they play in encouraging (and
allowing) others to achieve the qualitative goals of the program. In this way, recipientrecipient encounters are imbued with the goals of the program and weekly or bi-weekly
practitioner-recipient encounters could help to maintain this environment. Such
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adjustments make the qualitative goals of the program more generally applicable, such
as those focused on therapy and socialization.
Finally, the incorporation of qualitative goals into the program design takes a first
step toward more relational programs, and this could be followed up by actually
measuring or documenting the participants’ progress with these goals. Chapter 6 has
already demonstrated how practitioners can examine qualitative results retrospectively
using the encounters approach. Some further steps could be taken during
implementation to help document progress. First, the course could begin with a
qualitative survey or interview that situates the person in relation to each goal. The
survey or interview could also ask participants why they are interested in the course,
what they hope to gain and what their future employment goals are. These encounters
could be repeated at the middle and end of the course to allow practitioners to track
progress. Of course, the survey or interview should encompass relational methods that
mutually engage participants and practitioners rather than enable the top-down
extraction of answers. Second, participants could be asked to provide feedback about
the program at the end of the course. Questions should encourage participants to
provide a balanced critique by asking what elements worked well, what could be
improved and how it could be improved. Each of these two methods provide
practitioners with data to 1) track progress toward qualitative goals, 2) improve future
rounds of implementation, 3) justify the continuation of the program and 4) inform other
studies/program designs.
Outcomes: The outcomes stage of the Ecological Stove Program included some
relational practices that reduced gaps in anticipated and actual results. First, the large
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scale of the program encouraged collaboration with diverse local actors. Field directors
called for the assistance of those state practitioners who were engaged in long-term
community development in the areas where the stove was distributed and field
practitioners recruited community leaders to help identify potential recipients. Each of
these strategies introduced relational perspectives into each of the encounters of the
outcomes stage. Second, practitioners promoted relational participation in the program
as they explained the program and asked potential recipients if they would like to
receive a stove. By asking for their participation, recipients were empowered to make a
decision about their needs and actively participate in what they had previously
understood as a purely top-down structure of receiving. The data do not contain
information about how many people turned down the stove, but the simple act of asking
narrowed the recipient population to those who were more likely to use the stove. Third,
while delivery was generally rushed, some practitioners responded to recipients’
requests for a more personal training session during delivery. Practitioners’ engagement
in relational encounters allowed them to assuage recipients’ anxiety at not having
understood the demonstration and also created a recursive encounter that promoted the
achievement of program goals.
Several holistic methodological practices of the Ecological Stove Program also
promoted gaps in anticipated and actual results. First, the top-down structure of the
training session limited interaction with recipients that would have supplied information
useful during the course of the program. Recipients overwhelmingly understood the
training session as a one-way demonstration and thus did not ask questions or clarify
points of confusion. Such questions and comments likely would have alerted
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practitioners that women generally do not install industrial equipment in the home. An
astute practitioner would have quickly determined that the training session should be
delivered to men and women in order to meet both the gender and use goals of the
program. Such questions and comments would also allow practitioners to understand
what elements of the stove needed more explanation. For instance, a more engaging
training session might have identified that women understood what type of sand should
fill the stove, but did not understand how it should be arranged in the stove to allow for
ventilation. Practitioners could have spent more time on these elements of installation
and even invited the women to come forward to practice the technique while under
supervision. Some simple ways of encouraging recipients to engage in the training
session are to 1) encourage their hands-on participation throughout the session, 2)
frequently ask if there are any questions, 3) repeat more difficult concepts. Other steps
could also be taken such as training a member of the community to assist with in-home
installations or providing recipients with a pictorial installation guide to take home with
them.
Second, practitioners’ holistic perspective led to the conclusion that an ecological
stove was a universal solution to universal problems associated with use of a threestone hearth. The program design was informed by past stove projects implemented in
other Mexican states, obvious in the program justification that was copied almost wordfor-word from a GIRA (2004) study on a stove program in Michoacán. The program and
the stove itself were thus designed around the end goal of reducing the amount of
firewood needed to cook. Gaps in anticipated and actual results signaled that cooking
practices are not universal, meaning that the benefits of the stove will not be universal.

268

For example, data collected for previous stove programs in other Mexican states
suggested that women kept a fire burning all day. This makes sense in Mexico’s colder
mountainous environments where fires are simultaneously used for cooking and as a
heat source. However, in Yucatan’s tropical environment, women allow the fire to
reduce to embers when they are not cooking. This practice already minimizes the
amount of firewood needed compared to other areas. The benefit of using less wood
are that 1) women’s burden of collecting wood is reduced and 2) fewer live trees need
to be cut for firewood. Data from this research show that, in Yucatan, women’s burden
is already reduced by fire-tending practices and men further reduce this burden by
collecting wood as part of their farming duties. In terms of conservation, both men and
women who collect wood unanimously stated that they do not cut live trees, as the
quantities of dried wood lying on the ground are better for burning and easily meet their
daily needs. A relational alternative to designing programs around end goals or program
benefits is to design programs around recipient practices. Data concerning daily
practices can likely be supplied by field practitioners engaged in long-term community
development projects or, alternatively, can be gathered through empirical observation
and relational interviews with potential recipients. These relational data on daily
practices can help practitioners close gaps in anticipated and actual results by allowing
them to tailor programs to the specific ecological structures of Yucatan and the total
recursive systems of Yucatecans.
Third, practitioners invested considerable time and money in designing and
producing an ecological stove. They eventually settled upon a design that had been
introduced in another Mexican state, and paid a local business to manufacture the
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stoves. Of course, this investment in Yucatan’s manufacturing industry was valuable in
promoting the growth of Yucatan’s modern economy. However, this investment did not
have guaranteed results in the field as a holistic approach to stove design meant that
recipient populations were not involved in the design process. A relational approach can
be implemented by conducting preliminary interviews with potential recipients about
ideal stove design. Data from this research suggests that recipient populations are
familiar with various stove models that have been delivered through other programs and
are quick to point out which model they thought they would receive through the state
program. The data also suggested that, when it comes to stoves, simpler is better.
Recipients were overwhelmingly unhappy with the complex installation process and the
extra materials (i.e. blocks and sand) needed to operate the state stove, two
circumstances that directly connected with equipment malfunctions. Indeed, many
recipients expressed greater interest and content with a stove model they referred to as
“rustic.” This model was a three-walled concrete base that reduced firewood use and
smoke production by blocking the flame from the wind, but also effectively protected
from burns. In this case, the relational engagement of recipients in the stove design
process could have 1) promoted recipient use of the stove, 2) made more efficient use
of the state’s time and money and 3) still met the original program goals.
The overarching mission of this dissertation was not only to examine, but to
address the mismatch between the human-centered goals of the Millennium
Development framework and the holistic social theory that underpins the achievement
of those goals. Examination of this mismatch has been presented in top-down fashion,
emphasizing the important role the global development framework plays in shaping the

270

goals and practices of national and local development practitioners. However, the
encounters approach taken in this research also explodes the top-down notion of
development to emphasize that addressing this mismatch will start at the local level.
This research was made possible by Yucatecan practitioners who humbly
acknowledged the critical gaps in their own expertise in hopes of improving their efforts
to meet the needs of Yucatan’s culturally-diverse citizenry. Local practitioners like those
who participated in this research are and will be key players in influencing greater
relationism in development and they will do it from the bottom, up. This dissertation
provides them the theoretical and methodological tools they will need to initiate this
process.
In a broader sense, the encounters approach offers just one methodology for
operationalizing relational perspectives in local development. There must be many more
and it is through continued academic and professional collaboration that these
approaches will be elaborated and applied to meet the needs of practitioners in other
diverse locations. This dissertation takes a first step toward influencing improvements in
the current framework of development and hopes to be followed by many more.
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