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Madeline Church’ paper for the supervision day on the 12/01/01

For Manuel Castells (2000), the advent of what he calls the ‘network society’ is harbinger of nothing short of a revolution. The development of information technology is enabling the social practice of networks and networking, in itself an old and well established tradition of human interaction (personal links, solidarity, reciprocal support), to mobilise resources on a global scale. This is having and will continue to have a seismic impact on the way we organise ourselves in societies, states, polities. Nation states are already giving way to supra-national coalitions, representation at the national level is in a crisis of meaninglessness, as more decisions are taken globally yet people’s interests relocate in the very local. Nation states are ‘either bypassed or rearranged in networks of shared sovereignty formed by national governments, supranational institutions (such as the European Union, NATO or NAFTA), regional governments, local governments, and NGOs, all interacting in a negotiated process of decision-making.’ (Castells 2000:694) This is globalisation in action, ‘the technological, organizational and institutional capacity of the core components of a given system (e.g. the economy) to work as a unit in real or chosen time on a planetary scale.’ (Castells 2000:694). 

This impact is profound, affecting our symbolic world, our organisational structures and our social processes. He sees the crisis of the nation state, a crisis of family and of patriarchy, as leading us to ‘redefine sexuality, socialisation and personality formation’, and reconstitute our social organisation. He believes new identities will be constructed through networks built around key themes and based in values. This will ‘break up societies based on negotiated institutions, in favour of value-founded communes.’ (Castells 2000:694)

What this means for the way we understand the world is similarly new. Castell’s argues that the network society demands a new sociology, one that joins analysis of social structure and of social action in the same analytical framework. He sees an opportunity to develop a sociology in which structure and action are seen through the lens of the network, providing a metaphor that encapsulates the dynamic, iterative, changing, interactive reality of both structure and action. This will involve a move from the separate lenses of centres-peripheries, hierarchies of organisation, and the theories of social change, to one in which structure and action operate within the same plane. 

What is Castell’s network? A set of interconnected nodes, flexible adaptive structures that can perform any task that is programmed in. This can expand indefinitely, incorporate any new node by reconfiguring, as long as a new node does not obstruct but adds value, ‘by their contribution in human resources, markets, raw materials, or other components of production and distribution.’ (Castells 2000:695) Networks based on alternative values have the same basic morphology, differing by being led and driven by values. 

‘Networks are dynamic, self-evolving structures, which, powered by information technology and communicating with the same digital language, can grow, and include all social expressions, compatible with each network’s goals. Networks increase their value exponentially as they add nodes. ‘(Castells 2000:697)

Castells is useful in that he more than anyone has thought large about what the influence of this new way of working [old way of interacting] actually means. Placed in this context, the challenge of this research looks suddenly huge and overpowering indeed. If we are looking at such a significant change in the relationship between structure and action, one I would argue actually brings our organisational tendencies into line with the old norms of personal interaction, a bringing together of public and private, a re-joining of the political and personal, the world of work and the world of play and love and gossip, what Castells calls ‘Structuralism and subjectivism’ (Castells 2000:697), we need to develop tools for holistic thinking and analysis that we have all but forgotten in our drive to separate out and categorise. He like many post-modern thinkers talks of a new paradigm, the withering away of the dominant Enlightenment paradigm. ‘A deep ecological consciousness is permeating the human mind and affecting the way we live, produce, consume and perceive ourselves.’ (Castells 2000:694). He seems to believe that the network society is the social expression of that consciousness. 

What does this then mean for my/our research? How do we ‘measure’ our work, the success of our work, we whose work that networking and networks, in a framework that provides us with ways to know and understand the dynamic, iterative, relational, emergent and self-evolving processes and outcomes of this way of working and being? What should we be looking for? What should we be seeking to learn, improve, understand, share, develop? What is it that we are watching, paying attention to, [monitoring] and checking out to see how we are doing [evaluating]?

I guess part of what I am looking for is what Robert Chambers calls ‘a practical paradigm for knowing and acting, and changing how we know and act, in a flux of uncertainty and change.’ (Chambers 1997:14) He says: ‘ The new paradigm needs change and adaptability in its genes: for if nothing is permanent but change, then managing and coping with change has to be inherent in the paradigm itself.’ (ibid)

Yesterday I wrote this to Marilee Karl, the editor of the one book that exists on the specific topic of monitoring and evaluating networks.

‘I'm not sure exactly how to tell you about what I'm doing, other than to plunge in and give you some idea of the kinds of issues we are grappling with. Firstly, we have drawn a loose boundary around what we mean by networks and which networks we are including. Our interest is in the development, human rights and peace/conflict fields. Our criteria are: externally-funded with a paid coordinator or secretariat; organisations/individuals participate on a voluntary basis and retain complete autonomy; there is an intention to implement joint activities and not simply share information, like a list-serve.

What are the issues? I am trying to stay out of the typology of networks area, other than through what has already been done, as I am not sure it is fruitful given the time constraints and the topic. We have a small group of five networks participating in the Action research Group which are UK-based, only because this is really a pilot with a small budget and any kind of more international meeting is costly. We have now met three times, with a fourth meeting coming up. Other networks are participating as and when they can through me in lunch meetings, email etc. One of the outcomes of the research is reflections on how to do research with networks. As you know, time is a real problem for those who are coordinating networks, and an additional commitment is highly problematic, given the multitude of competing agendas they have to work to. We are intending to work with one network more extensively to enable us to really get to grips with members’ issues. 

The issues that we have raised and discussed so far really revolve around participation and process. Who participates, how they do, what the power dynamics are, how give and take works, how far the coordinator or secretariat makes the network function, how much do the members or participants do, etc. The process issue is extremely important, and in many ways the area we are feeling needs the most work. It feels like the process areas are really what makes a network distinct from other forms of organisational working, so the challenge for monitoring and evaluation is, given the emergent and dynamic organisational form, - what can be used to help such a form reflect on its work, and how can that reflection in and of itself help to cement the glue that strengthens the form. [5th January 2001]

I’m not sure now if words like cement, glue and strengthen are words I like or want to use in this context. They give the impression of hardening, of atrophying, of a desire for control, a little like Peter Reason’s ‘enduring structure’ of action research. They take me back to ideas of organisational structure as clear-edged and hard as a machine, well-oiled and maintained by graft not craft. They are words that locate me still in the old place of structure as divorced from the messiness and alive organic-ness of living and interacting and co-creating.

Castells’ vision is inclusive (note the ‘networks can include all social expressions’ in the quote above), ever-expanding, democratising. He sees us all, (although still through old institutions like national governments and NGOs)…‘ interacting in a negotiated process of decision-making.’ Yet this brave new-old world that Castells describes sounds and feels as if it has disconnected itself from issues of power. As he seeks to move out of centre-periphery and hierarchy modes of thinking, he leaves me disquieted, unsure about where the huge disparities in power now lie, how they are affected or if they conveniently disappear from view as the nodes in the network structure replace the actors we are used to. This is another bit of the email I wrote to Marilee Karl:

Another specific objective of mine is to raise and discuss the conflict and conflict resolution needs in the network context, and to bring into the field my experience as a mediator and non-violence work. Unlike a conventional organisational context, where power is at least notionally located somewhere obvious in the structure, we find it easier to delude ourselves that the network structure in itself flattens out power differentials. My experience tells me that unless we explicitly recognise that this is not the case, and build in processes to work with both the inter-personal and inter-organisational conflicts that occur, we can seriously undermine the very glue that holds the network structure together.  In a discussion with one of the network coordinator colleagues the other day, she said quite firmly that she thought that the metaphor of the ‘network’ – drawn from the electronic field [and the neurological] – conceals more than it reveals when it comes to discussions about power. We couldn’t, however, come up with a better one! [as above]

This issue is of particular relevance and concern to this piece of research, as we are operating in the world of development, of palpable poverty and great wealth, scandalous income differentials, appalling abuses of basic rights, damaging and frightening wars over resources and power and land, of almost unimaginably powerful multi-lateral institutions and multi- and trans-national corporations. And of old interventionist paradigms that remain, barely disguised, in the form in which rich Western powers are prepared to cancel debt only if wars are stopped and money spent on educational and health and social investment, if structural adjustment is embraced with the full force of globalisation at its back. Within this context the network structure has proliferated as a democratising expression, as a form that can mobilise the resources of outrage and activism, of influencing, a form that ostensibly connects the small and large, powerful and resistant, rich and poor in a space where dialogue and interaction cannot but occur. That’s the theory anyway. 

What is clear is that the network structure in the ‘work’ environment depends, just as it always did in the ‘personal’ environment, on trust [knowledge, intimacy, shared ideals] for it to function as a positive and generative form of organisation.  This I know from my own experience, as a member of networks, as a coordinator of a network, as a firm believer in autonomy, and as a person whose professional skill is in the relational/ relationship-building field.

In one of the more useful articles I have come across, Newell and Swan undertake a three year study of trust and inter-organisational networking. They cite a number of writers who emphasise trust as central to creating and sustaining the relationships necessary for networking and networks to work: Dodgson (1994), Creed & Miles (1996) ‘There is little question that within the network form trust requirements are high and the consequences of failing to meet them severe. (p26); Grandori and Soda, who argue that trust is an outcome, and dependent on the extent to which the mechanisms facilitate coordination. (Newell &Swan (2000):1292-3)

They make distinctions between three types of trust, and draw tentative conclusions about how they interrelate in the environment of an inter-organisational research project between four research institutions. They talk of companion trust (judgements of goodwill/friendship); competence trust (judgement of others’ competence to carry out the task); commitment trust (contractual/institutional agreements). (Newell &Swan (2000):1295) Ultimately their conclusion is somewhat depressing for those idealists amongst us: that in a set-up where attention is not paid to building trust as an active part of the work, then the relationship is largely held together by the contractual, with the goodwill and friendship where it exists being used to gloss over and avoid the conflicts around competence (or in this case the more problematic epistemological differences) in order to try and hold it all together. Thus ‘one consequence of this quest to ‘maintain friends’ and so avoid conflict was that it led to compromises, which, it could be argued, detracted from the benefit that was sought from the interdependence. (my emphasis) (Newell &Swan (2000):1319).

Mostly though, they agree that while formal mechanisms of coordination are important, it is the informal trust-building mechanisms that are essential if the inter-organisational form is to produce new knowledge and not just carve up tasks between participants. . ‘Putting in place formal integration mechanisms will not guarantee the development of the more informal integration mechanisms which underpin the emergence of at least companion and competence trust.’ (Newell &Swan (2000):1321) 

What they are saying is that the interconnective tissue of a network is the trust that exists and grows between the ‘nodes’, and it doesn’t just do it by itself. Work has to be done. Full-stop. 

However, I have diverged again from the issue of power, mainly because I don’t know where to go with it next. What is niggling in my mind is a question about the work that I do and where I sit in the network and what that says about my research and my power. Firstly, I am the person who is paid to coordinate my/our network. The person I am has an inevitable impact on how that work is done. This I guess is partly where I have a problem with Castells’ definition, as I am no node, nor are any of the people who I am working with, we are living, egotistical, opinionated, development professionals and that means there is colour and life in the network which changes depending on who is in, regardless of which institution they ‘represent’. Secondly I am paid to do this research. Where it goes is inevitably determined to a large extent by my interests. So if for a moment we do go down the road of typologies, and refer to Starkey’s network models, we find I think that his categorisation is essentially framed by his perception of where power lies, or at least it reflects his belief about control. What I mean is that is the determinant of the typology. The crucial distinction for him seems to lie in the centralised/decentralised split, with the presence of a secretariat, or coordination function an indication of the former. The fully decentralised model is one in which ‘all the organisations or individuals [are] linked with each other, without any central facilitation (theoretically a perfect network, but probably unrealistic).’ [my emphasis] Starkey 1997:18-19 

Here we have Starkey, and his perfect network model in many ways mirroring Castells’ nodes and self-evolving structure, contrasted by what seems to be the real world in which I work, the one where secretariats and coordination centres are the norm and where trust is the essential element, an element which does not simply occur as a result of the network structure. Yet I am often struck by the struggle we are having with our definitions of ourselves. The conversation with the colleague I referred to in my email quoted above was a complicated and tortured one in the sense that we spent a lot of time trying to determine whether her organisation was a network, or not, or a hybrid, or what it was, especially given that it is also a charity and a limited company. It appears that the decision to register it as the latter was taken in part because the very informality or unstructuredness of the network format led to confusions about responsibility, representation, and rights. What I mean by that is that some members believed that they could speak for the network, hold workshops in the name of the network, that in some real way they were the network. Others thought the central coordination function had taken too much power and had itself become the network, not just an instrument of the network. Sometimes in our conversations in the Action Research Group the word network becomes synonymous with the secretariat function, and the members (who collectively are the network) get forgotten. Another colleague in the Action Research Group has mentioned that her network is discussing whether after three years it needs a coordinating secretariat at all, or at least questioning where the value lies in that function. 

Maybe all this proves is that we are struggling with new identities and organisational forms, eager to throw off the old mechanistic structures and floundering in the nascent interlinked networked chaotic decentralised ideals, unsure what we should be holding on to, giving up, sharing, controlling, facilitating or forcing. Managing and coping with change, maybe. 

Lets take a wider world-view, and a more personalised one. To return to Chambers, this question he asks seems even more pertinent at the dawn of this great new network society: ‘The problem is how, in conditions of continuous and accelerating change, to put people first, and poor people first of all.’ [my emphasis] Chambers 1997:14. His vision of this new networked world is one in which ‘humankind is closer together, and the peripheries are closer to the centres of power than ever before. And the changes with which we are concerned are not between political Left and Right, or between states and markets. They are between the priorities of the powerful and those of the weak.’ (ibid) He challenges us all to make the personal choice to act in favour of responsible well-being, and suggests the potential for making a difference is greater than ever. What he is arguing for is placing the personal at the centre of development. Not for individualism, but for personal responsibility in learning, acting, and making a difference. Chambers emphasises the person and the interpersonal as missing elements in the development paradigm. ‘ What sort of people we are and how we interact are fundamental to learning and action. Yet these are the gaps in development studies….If we acted differently the outcomes would be different. To make such a self-evident point seems almost an insult.’ (Chambers 1997:76)

What he essentially seems to me to be saying is that we have lost sight of ourselves in our theories of social change and our drive to make the world a better place out there. He wants us, development professionals, to look deeply into ourselves and challenge our own assumptions, our power-play, our self-regarding righteousness, and find a way to learn from our actions and act out of our learning. It is not out there, but in here, that needs to change.

His call for a new professionalism using the ‘primacy of the personal’ (p14) echoes for me Saville Kusher’s new book, Personalizing Evaluation, which in essence does much the same thing. It seeks to rescue the personal from the homogenising force of social intervention, and to see, understand, sense the real lives that are touched by the programmes he evaluates, recognising that from where they sit, this programme is but one of many, many complex goings-on in their lives. Most evaluation takes the programme as its starting point, and categorises people in the way in which they fit into programme designs and objectives. Thus people become ‘teacher’ ‘pupil’ ‘governor’ or some other pre-determined stakeholder. Mostly these evaluative exercises singularly fail to consider people in all their individuality and quirkiness, their multiple identities and their more or less chaotic lives. Kushner suggests that ‘more appropriate concepts might be ‘surprise’ rather than planning, ‘carried along’ rather than implementation, ‘confusion’ rather than goals identification, and ‘disconnected episodes’ rather than process.’ (Kushner, 2000:192), in order better to describe and approximate the reality of how a programme is felt and experienced in the lives of those it touches. Our evaluation methodology is a process which ultimately standardises and satisfies our need for neatness and control, or what Kushner might explain as our need to hold off mortality. Kushner revels in, professes and practices placing the person at the centre, to ‘read’ the programme through the individual experience.  

So now where am I at? I have a grand vision of a new world order, in which process and outcome, the personal and the public, the structure and the action are not just linked but intricately bound up in such a way that we need a new way of thinking about it. I have doubts about how power becomes disguised in this, doubts that are clearly echoed by development thinkers, those who offer their opinion pieces in the Sunday papers, cultural historians like Said. Yesterday I read an article by Thomas Frank (Guardian Review 6/1/01) on the sleight of hand that globalisation seems to have performed, how power concentrated in the market is being sold to us and bought by us as somehow ‘more democratic’ than democratic elected institutions, and how quickly the labour struggle is being not only forgotten but erased by the popular historians, and how keen we are, those of us in the powerful North, to accept the way flexible working conditions are packaged as a liberation, and jump with excitement, voluntarily, into the unknown of the ‘freelance’ the consultant, entirely responsible for our own well-being, taking all the risk.  Chambers and Said both remind us to take a look from out there, see our worlds and our assumptions from the point of view of those invisible to us, invisible because of their poverty, or their race, or their historical relationship to us as colonial subjects. To put, as Chambers writes it, ‘the first last’, and relinquish our hold. 

I guess I am at the challenge of putting the person back into the structural, yet at the same time hanging on to Freire notions of the structure as actor in itself.  Not losing sight of the power imbalances in the cosiness of this new ideal. Recognising personal interaction as the vital bodily fluid of this network society, but not forgetting them out there. 

Madeline Church


