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Abstract 

In spite of repeated efforts of conciliation, the relation between expert and indigenous 

knowledge remains a deeply ambivalent arena. This ambivalence puts obstacles to a crucial 

factor in Humanitarian Action - the effective alliances between these as perceived as two 

different cognitive forms. Coordinated programs should of course proceed from a fundament 

of established mutual trust, a precondition that often gets bogged down in a muddled 

discourse on issues such as inspiration from original conservationists, respect of natural 

harmonies, the precedence of instrumental precision before traditional approximations, not to 

mention mystifications and delusions.  

 

I. Introduction 

In face of this, we want to explore the possibilities of a rigorous and effective frame of 

common reference, such as the General Systems Theory. Managed as a stringent vehicle for 

cross-cultural communication, GST seems to provide a valid scenario for the assessment of 

the transformative potential of local knowledge beliefs, values and practices, as well as for a 

meeting on equal terms of sets of agreed core indicators for; the  identification of urgent 

needs; selection of most appropriate rapid measures; and finally, their effective practical 

implementation. 

This paper explores the possible link between local forms of knowledge and global technical 

systems of knowledge, as they are often implemented by aid agencies in programs of 

humanitarian action and development projects. We feel prompted to this because of recurring 

and well-known problems, such as the widespread belief that expert knowledge and 
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indigenous knowledge are often seen as belonging to two different cognitive domains unable 

to communicate with each other.  

II. Problems in Communication 

If they despite these supposed cognitive differences manage to communicate, the 

communication is muddled by all different kinds of ideas and habits from both sides in the 

negotiations. Thus, and from the professional side of experts:  

• Resistance by agency operators to share decision making in an asymmetrical power 

relation.  

• Open or concealed efforts to maintain structures of clientelism and even submission, 

either because of a hierarchical or authoritarian background, or in the interest of 

efficiency and expediency.  

• Underestimation of the knowledge level and capabilities of local agents / beneficiaries 

and a general inability to accept another kind of knowledge than one’s own.  

• Lack of local language competence.  

• Lack of cultural sensitivity. 

• Or, there is a romanticizing of the local knowledge; it is put on a pedestal and treated 

as the deepest of wisdom. It becomes untouchable, although it might be both outdated 

and misguided for different possible reasons.   

From the local side the communication is many times hampered by factors such as:  

• Poor standards of formal education and consequently a certain difficulty to grasp and 

accept arguments based on science. 

• Language and communication difficulties. 

• Powerlessness, marginalisation and poverty. 
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• Traditional, often  patriarchal, structures blocking the information access to women, 

youths and children (any group that does not belong to the adult male group). 

• An attitude: “now we try to get as much as possible out of this” and there is no need 

for us to show respect for negotiated agreements (we do not have to play by the rules). 

• Finally, there is sometimes a healthy general mistrust based on previous negative 

experiences. 

In conclusion, both sides are like people in general ; safeguarding one’s own family and 

community´s best interests, protecting one’s own position and economic interests. From both 

sides, there is  seldom the  intention of building long-term relations and hence the 

communication is based on short-term interests. The experts want to get the job done. The 

locals want to get as much as possible out from the “rich” developers and humanitarian actors. 

Of course, this is a schematic picture of what is happening on the ground, but nevertheless it 

touches upon what many of us have experienced, locals and experts alike, in humanitarian 

action and development projects. And there is no doubt that both sides would gain if they start 

cooperating. 

Either local participation is exempted from critical investigation, or local participation is paid 

lip service, but used only to distract and manipulate the local people (Aronsson 2009). In our 

academic milieu, our tool is discussion for approaching and testing knowledge, but why is it 

then so difficult to have a “true” dialogue with local people?  Why do we still often feel 

compelled to exoticize local knowledge? Why is it so difficult to take people seriously in their 

own terms and not patronize them?   

To facilitate the communication in local participation and bridge the gap between indigenous 

and expert knowledge several methods and approaches have been developed of which one 

well-known is Rapid Rural Appraisal (Chambers 1981). These methods and tools are known 
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jointly as “Participatory Learning and Action” (e.g. Funder 2005). The fundamental question 

in these methods has been, and still seems to be after 30 years, how best to behave in the field 

and how to get access to a “foreign” empirical world as expressed by Funder (2005; p.1). 

Funder comes from environment and technology, a trans-disciplinary field, and he stresses the 

need to be aware of ethnography’s “underlying ethnographic conditions of the fieldwork 

process as such” (Funder 2005; p.3). For Funder (with reference to Shamsul 2003a; p. 2001), 

these conditions are based on “[T]the Western Bias” (Funder 2005; p.3).  

In this way, …, “Western science” came to structure and to some extent even re-

create Asian societies through processes such as classification (e.g. naming 

ethnic groups) and spatial categorization (e.g. through mapping). Even time was 

laid out and defined through a Western epistemology, establishing for instance 

“traditional” resource management as opposed to “modern” resource 

management, thus contributing to the “Invention of Tradition” discussed 

elsewhere (Hobsbawn & Ranger 1992).  

Funder’s main conclusion is that dialogue is the solution to this dilemma and exemplifies this 

with his own field experiences. Dialogue is indispensable, but to still argue that Western 

science and epistemology govern all the rest, is not only outdated, but is a dangerous 

simplification that jeopardizes dialogue.    

Dialogue is of course the starting point for any conversation between human beings regardless 

with whom you speak. But it is not enough. The conversation and its produced knowledge has 

to be systematized and evaluated as in all scientific enterprises and it is especially crucial in 

projects with operationalized knowledge such as in  humanitarian and development projects. 

This has been argued by Aronsson earlier (2008, 2009).  
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What is needed then is the bridging of the gap between the excesses of relativism on one hand 

and of expert thinking on the other. 

III. The pitfalls (even fallacies) of Relativism  

Bernard Russell has pointed out that once upon a time physics and social science developed 

hand in hand with the same philosophical basis and it was first in the 19
th

 century the two 

came to formally depart from each other in their respective approaches to the world (2006; 

p.11). Enlightenment Science progresses in a global world and therefore it is no longer valid 

to argue that Western knowledge is biased and undermines other knowledge systems. The fact 

is that some methods and models function better than others, but another fact is also that 

money, resources and business govern the results of science which in turn shape the encounter 

between expertise and indigenous knowledge in the operationalization of it. As Bourdier puts 

it: 

With a few remarkable exceptions, international relief agencies recognize that 

they have no choice but to comply with globalisation, global governance, and, 

last but not least, policy reform promoting liberalisation, privatisation, and 

market mechanisms as the instruments of growth and efficiency (Bourdier 2008; 

p.356)  

 All people have the human right to get the most appropriate medical treatment and not the 

second best because of “traditions” and outdated procedures (cf the case of the Amazonian 

Ticuna, Economist Nov.22, 2008). By outdated we mean for instance medical systems 

adapted to conditions that were often adequate in earlier historic conditions, but not so when 

confronting contemporary imperatives. The Mapuche medical system in the southern Andes 

of Chile and Argentina, for instance, relied for its efficiency on the easy access to clean water 

from unpolluted rivers. That is not the case since their forced relocation to reservations more 
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than 100 years ago, not to mention the devastating impact of the pine plantations that have 

been spreading throughout the region since the last quarter of the 20th century.   

 Moreover, science per se is without borders and more and more trans-disciplinary in its 

nature. We fully agree with the institute Para Limes:  

Such new sciences are essential to advance our understanding of the natural, 

artificial and social systems that constitute our world and open up new fields of 

innovation that must be developed in order to address the growing problems in 

human society (www.paralimes.org).  

They state further that the “essence of Science” (they even use the contested word “essence”) 

lies in that we deepen our insights in the complexity of the world in order to develop a variety 

of methods and models to meet future problems (www.paralimes.org). We would like to add 

that regardless of the origin of the knowledge that constitute these methods and models it 

should be tested and evaluated under equal terms to fit in a global science and knowledge 

production for the better of all humans.  

Good science must say something about the real world outside  the hermeneutic interpretation 

circle. The terror of post-modernism with its pronounced lack of responsibility and cynicism 

towards real problems such as environmental destruction, human suffering, war and natural 

disasters will hopefully soon come to an end and we do no longer have to deal with statements 

such as “Postmodernism does not claim that truth does not exist, it only claims that it is 

replaceable” (Sjöstrand 2008-07-23). For instance, even if Joseph Stalin can be voted, as 

recently,  to be the best Soviet ruler ever, and history books can conceal facts and be 

rewritten, the unavoidable fact based on the best available data remains that Stalin was 

responsible for the deaths of millions of people (Davies 1997; p.1090).  
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IV. Exploring the possibilities of General System Theory as a neutral frame of reference  

In 1956 Kenneth E. Boulding wrote the article “General System Theory – A skeleton of 

science” where he presented his ideas about a general theory that would enable one specialist 

to communicate with another specialist (1956; p.199). His aim was to develop a theory that 

would be general, but not too general in the sense that it would lose all its contents: 

“Somewhere however between the specific that has no meaning and the general that has no 

content there must be, for each purpose and at each level of abstraction an optimum degree of 

generality” (1956; p.98). He argued that there was a strong need for this kind of 

communicative platform because:  

Knowledge is not something which exists and grows in the abstract. It is a 

function of the human organism and of social organization. Knowledge, that is 

to say is always what somebody knows… (1956; p.198).  

Actor-bounded social organization and knowledge must be the starting point for a critical 

investigation of local participatory methods. We will elaborate on this at the end of this paper, 

with reference to the Agile Team method. Boulding suggested that we have to try to find 

common denominators that are situational, but have not lost their meaning in order to 

facilitate communication between different fields of interests. The evaluation of situated 

knowledge is crucial for success.   

But before we can continue, we have to discuss an issue that is closely related to local 

knowledge and the view of it.  
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 V. Systems Theory in Action: Basic concepts 

Exploring the possibilities of Systems Theory, we are interested primarily in taking optimal 

account of this mentioned "complexity of the world", that is trying to make the link between 

modern science and local or indigenous knowledge systems. It is important to remember here 

that i) from a cognitive point of view "local" does not mean isolated in an atomistic 

(or ignorant) way. One should always be sensitive to the implicit or rather latent connection 

and identification with broader regional systems of knowledge, be it in Ratanariki, Vietnam 

(Bourdier 2009; p.358) or the Southern Andes, where the Mapuche can easily recognise their 

close linguistic, technical and cultural ties with the centres of Andean civilisation, far to the 

north. Furthermore, ii) from a political point of view, local does not mean unconnected to 

regional or national nets of governance.    

 We seek here an ST approach that differs significantly for instance from Skyttner (1996): 

Systems thinking expands the focus of the observer, whereas analytical thinking 

reduces it. In other words, analysis looks into things, synthesis looks out of 

them. This attitude of systems thinking is often called expansionism, an 

alternative to classic reductionism. Whereas analytical thinking concentrates on 

static and structural properties, systems thinking concentrates on the function 

and behaviour of while systems. Analysis gives description and knowledge; 

systems thinking gives explanation and understanding. With its emphasis on 

variation and multiplicity, rather than statistically ensured regularities, systems 

thinking belongs to the holistic tradition of ideas (Skyttner 1996; p.21).   

We propose the flexible use of ST as a practical way, not of replacing analytical thinking but 

rather of expanding its possibilities applied to specific cases. By flexible we mean primarily 
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focus on a holistic perspective that privileges variation and multiplicity. Neither is ST 

something to be regarded as a newly discerned panacea. It is rather a modern version 

of reality-coping models already formulated in antiquity, for instance in India 3.000 years 

ago (Bourdier 2008; p.363).    

Here the concept of holism is not seen as an emergent property but rather in its a priori 

implementation in a methodological frame as precise and reliable as possible. At the same 

time, it is essential to be aware of operational boundaries that keep the process in focus. 

The Emic approach could facilitate the understanding of complex humanitarian crises and 

relief efforts caused by conflicts or natural disasters, unravelling complex webs of political 

and economic nature causing widespread hunger and deprivation (Messer & Shipton 2002). 

We have here in mind cases such as the ongoing mass migration processes from Sahelian 

Africa to Europe, or from Central America to the United States, where a web of social and 

political, more precisely postcolonial, factors intervene.    

Independent elements can never constitute a system; thus, holism, openness and flexibility is 

the result of the interdependence of the members of the teamwork; this systemic interaction 

seeks a high degree of result efficiency. Thus, it is a flexible and open system, where 

additional inputs are admitted from the local environment and integrated into the final 

solution. The team is prepared to rather drastic transformations in order to achieve the 

proposed goals to be obtained. 

Of course, all this does not come easy. Based on the conceptual levels given by Shannon and 

Weaver (1949), we can distinguish the technical, representational and efficiency problem 

areas (Skyttner 1996; p.141): 

• Technical problems: How accurately and reliably can the symbols used in 

communication be transmitted in a given situation? Managing a complex situation and 
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looking for a rapid and sustainable solution will require a realistic outlook on the 

difficulties inherent in a work team with operators with different cultural backgrounds, 

in an environment with insecure infrastructure. A certain amount of entropy - the 

amount of disorder or randomness present in any system – is taken into account from 

the beginning. 

• Representational problems: When dealing with issues of soil restoration, for instance, 

an ST approach considers all communicating instances on an equal footing as the 

optimal way in an operative perception of the environment. For Kuranko-speakers in 

West Africa, the term tombondu refers to soils that have reached maturity through 

prolonged, intensive cultivation. They should then be “initiated” as it were through 

work into a newly fertile, productive status. This perspective allows for more 

sustainable procedures than those that can follow from a disregard of the cultural 

embeddedness of local idioms (Leach & Fairhead 2002; p.211). Another possible case 

applies to the discourse of refugees and  is influenced by the universalization of a term 

with a uniquely Western genealogy (Daniel 2002; p.274)  

VI. Systems Theory in Action: Praxis 

Humanitarian Action is much about urgent work in need of rapid implementation. This means 

that fancy frameworks have to be opetarionally efficient. One method in order to achieve this 

could be through the transposing of rules from the planning of efficiency in work-places in 

general, in other words the rules formulated under the concept of Agile Work, ie. the 

organization of teams, frequency of delivery, planning of learning, power in communication, 

testing, assessment, and path clearing (Berteig 2006).   

1. Self-Organizing Team. Any group of people that wishes to be an Agile Team needs to 

take the initiative to determine how they are going to work (process) and how they are going 
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to do the work (product). The term "team" really applies quite broadly to any group  of people 

who are working together towards a common goal. In situations related to Humanitarian 

Action, the team will often be part of a broader organization and that organization should 

consider the optimal level of authority, self-organization, space and safety to give to the team. 

One of the aims of teamwork when dealing with teams composed by agents with vastly 

differing educational backgrounds must be to agree on standards of evidence. This will never 

come easily because different criteria for evaluating evidence will be put forward. 

2. Deliver Frequently. Agile Work uses short fixed periods of time to frame the process of 

delivering something of value. Each of these iterations or time boxes is structured so that the 

team or group actually finishes a piece of work and delivers it to stakeholders. The team then 

builds on what has previously been delivered to do it again in the same short amount of time. 

The sooner those valuable results can be delivered, the more value can be obtained from those 

results. This extra value is derived from opportunities such as earlier sales, competitive 

advantage, early feedback, and risk reduction. One of the most effective methods for the team 

to learn about how it is doing its work is the retrospective. After each delivery of results, the 

team holds a retrospective to examine how it can improve. 

3. Plan to Learn. Every type of work is governed by a Horizon of Predictability. Any plan 

that extends beyond this horizon of predictability is bound to fail. Agile work uses an explicit 

learning cycle tied in with the planning of work to accommodate this inevitable change. First, 

a well-defined long-term goal is required. The learning cycle and the long-term goal, 

however, require a constant reflexivity by all partners engaged, where each one of the 

participants is responsible for the knowledge produced and decisions taken. This shared 

responsibility touches upon the crucial issue of accountability. Teams using Agile Work then 

create a queue of work items to be done in order to reach the proposed goal.   
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4. Communicate Powerfully. A team needs to have effective means of communicating, both 

amongst team members and also to stakeholders. To communicate powerfully, a team needs 

to prefer in-person communication over distributed communication. The results of failing to 

communicate powerfully include wasted time for waiting, misunderstandings leading to 

defects or re-work, slower development of trust, slower team-building and ultimately, to  a 

failure to align perceptions of reality. The single most effective means to communicate 

powerfully is to put all the team in a room together where they can do their work, every day 

for the majority of the work time. Every effort should be made to improve communication. 

5. Test Everything. Defects are one of the most critical types of waste to eliminate from a 

work process. By testing everything, by driving all the work of a team by creating test cases to 

check the work, a team can reach extremely high quality levels. This ability to prevent defects 

is so important that only an executive level decision should be considered sufficient to allow 

defects into a work process. A team has an ethical duty to discover new ways to effectively 

test their work. This can be through the use of tools, various feedback mechanisms, 

automation, and good old problem-solving abilities. 

6. Value assessment (amplify learning). Since reality is perceived, it is important for an 

agile team and organization to have a clear method of describing and perceiving what is 

important and how it is relevant for the task at hand. Assessing value is a critical method for 

describing and perceiving what is important. There are of course many things which are easier 

to assess than value. It is often easy to measure cost, or hours worked, or defects found, or 

estimate vs. actual... etc. However, all of these other measurements are subordinated value. 

7. Clear the Path. Everyone in an organization using Agile Work takes responsibility for 

clearing the path, removing the obstacles that prevent work from being done effectively. 

Clearing the path doesn't just mean expedient, quick fixes to problems, but rather taking the 
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time to look at an obstacle and do the best  to remove it permanently so that it never blocks 

the path again. Clearing the path is sometimes painful work that exposes things we would 

rather not deal with. As a result, it is critical that people build their capacity for truthfulness 

and work to develop trust amongst each other. Building a capacity for truthfulness is not 

something that can be done by using an explicit process.  

This last point is an apt reminder that the whole procedure of Agile Work is in this context  

not in the interests of production but of a process of communication related to Humanitarian 

Action.  

Systems theory should, finally, avoid at all costs the following pitfalls (see Littenfeld 1978): 

• Creating a universal myth based on merely the prestige of science. Excessive reliance 

on definitions and conceptualizations. 

• The use of an indiscriminate mix of speculation and empirical data, creating an 

ineffectual distance with substantive issues. We do not see ST as an alternative to 

analytical thinking – not at all – but as a means of expanding its possibilities in the 

interests of intercultural communication. 

• Being a mere instrument, as the case often has been, of neoliberal policies in search of 

a global consensus, no matter what (Bourdier 2008; p.363).  

Finally, we believe in the general validity of scientific knowledge, in the sense that 

properly understood this invalidates the distinction between expert and local systems of 

knowledge. This amounts to state that the distinction between different cognitive forms is 

illusory.  
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