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Abstract. This contribution aims at an original comparison of development
analysis with Elinor Ostrom and Esther Duflo from a methodological standpoint,
scrutinising their relationship to theory and their operative research strategies.
Both perspectives are investigated as case studies for a broader discussion about
significant trends in economics and social sciences. Duflo and the J-PAL’s
approach illustrates – in its own way – new trends and some blind alleys in
contemporary forms of mainstream economics, whereas Ostrom and the
Bloomington school point towards the marked theoretical and methodological
reflexivity of institutionalism, its sensitivity to historical diversity and openness
towards social sciences. Distinct social philosophies and episteme are at stake
displaying a great divide between two brands of realism and pragmatism, two
relationships to development, expertise and knowledge. The paper also contrasts
Duflo’s methodological monism and mechanistic piecemeal analysis with
Ostrom’s methodological pluralism and adaptive complex systems analysis.

1. Ostrom and Duflo: two distinguished women, some commonalities and
obvious differences

Exceptionally enough, two prestigious awards were successively awarded to two
women, the 2009 Nobel Prize in Economics for Elinor Ostrom (1933–2012) and
the 2010 Clark medal for Esther Duflo (1972-), which is commonly considered
as the antechamber of the Nobel Prize. Beside this outstanding symbolic capital,
it is noteworthy that both authors analyse economic development in the broad
sense – including socio-economics dimensions – and tend to focus on the local
dimension of development processes, either to govern common pool resources or
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to fight poverty. Both mobilise experiments in their investigations (laboratory and
field experiments, as far as Ostrom is concerned, field randomised experiments
as regards Duflo). Both practice forms of ‘working together’, their researches
involving a strong collective and international dimension, be it with the
Bloomington Workshop in Political Theory and Policy Analysis, which Elinor
Ostrom led together with her PhD supervisor, university colleague and husband
Vincent Ostrom or with the Jameel Poverty Action Lab (J-PAL) that Esther
Duflo co-founded with her PhD Supervisor, MIT colleague and life partner,
Abhijit Banerjee. Moreover, both approaches led to startling results measured
up to standard economics: following the Bloomington school, the so-called
‘tragedy of the commons’ is a misleading metaphor that can be overcome
in numerous situations; free access to medical devices does not reduce their
use, on the contrary, according to the J-PAL (Cohen and Dupas, 2007; Duflo,
2009). Fieldwork and the attention to concrete devices play an important role
in their respective works, although to varying degrees and according to different
modalities.

Beyond these common denominators, differences are palpable. To mention
one among many, the J-PAL approach rely almost exclusively on the method of
randomised controlled trials (RCT), claimed to be the ‘gold standard’ to produce
‘hard evidence’; the Bloomington school combine a variety of qualitative and
quantitative methods; in their understanding, there is no such thing as a gold
standard. A systematic comparison of these prominent approaches has not been
conducted so far. The fact that both lay emphasis on their methodology invites
to a methodology-centred appraisal.

By contrasting these approaches, we hope to raise broader issues, going
beyond a mere comparison between two high-profile scientists and research
teams, considering them as exemplars of significant trends in economics and
social sciences. The J-PAL approach illustrates – in its own way – new trends as
well as some blind alleys in contemporary mainstream economics (with a great
deal of statistical empirics, a social engineering posture and links to behavioural
psychology), whereas the Bloomington school points towards the marked
theoretical and methodological reflexivity of the ‘old’ institutionalist tradition,
its sensitivity to historical diversity and its openness towards social sciences. This
leads to delineating two social philosophies and episteme: two brands of realism
and pragmatism and two relationships to development, expertise and knowledge,
opposing also methodological monism and static mechanistic piecemeal analysis
(Duflo) with methodological pluralism and adaptive complex systems analysis
(Ostrom).

Duflo and Ostrom are not seen here as isolated individualities but as leading
figures of two epistemic communities with strong intellectual and personal
ties. Hence, this comparative investigation is based on the analysis of books1

1 Included are notably three books in French by Duflo. All translations from French by the author.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1744137415000429 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1744137415000429


A methodological comparison of development analysis 279

and articles by the two authors and their close collaborators, associated with
interviews given to scientific reviews and to the press. In Ostrom’s case,
decades of work led to rich accounts of her research praxis and a well-defined
epistemological and conceptual framework, even though her social philosophy
is less discernible at first sight (Aligica and Boettke, 2011). By contrast, the
overall approach by Duflo and the J-PAL is less developed: while the statistical
technique is well documented, her fieldwork experience, her relationship to
theory and her social philosophy are often implicit, constraining to draw on
hints and practices transpiring from publications and interviews to delineate her
epistemology, at the risk of misinterpretations. Hence, the effort undertaken here
to supplement this bibliographical material with an emergent body of literature
examining how RCTs are conducted in practice (Bernard et al., 2012, Bureau
et al., 2013, Devaux-Spatarakis, 2014; Gomel and Serverin, 2013; Jatteau, 2013;
Morvant-Roux et al., 2014; Quentin and Guérin, 2013). Since this paper focuses
on methodology in operation, this literature provides valuable insights in the
research praxis of the ‘randomistas’. To grasp the transfer from medicine to
development studies, medical and historical investigations on RCTs are also
included.

The remainder of the paper proceeds as follows. Section 2 scrutinises Duflo’s
and Ostrom’s relationships to theory, historical specificity and emergence.
Section 3 sheds some light on their operative research strategies (construction
of observation and experimentation, role of the observer, relationship to other
disciplines). Section 4 concludes that distinct episteme and social philosophies
are at stake.

2. Far from blackboard economics. Ways to deal with theoretical issues

‘We are academics, and like most academics we formulate theories and stare
at data. But the nature of the work we do has meant that we have also spent
months, spread over many years, on the ground’. Banerjee and Duflo (2011)

‘To discover the diversity of locally designed rules, to understand how the
institutional arrangements work given the biophysical conditions of a resource,
and the culture of the users, you have no other choice but to go there and do
field work. [ . . . We] have together spent many years in the field’. E. Ostrom in
Aligica (2003: 9)

The attention to empirics, the aspiration to deal with concrete issues in a
realistic manner is prominent in both approaches. Duflo emphasises the months
spent in fieldwork. She contrasts the unrealisticness of laboratory experiments
vis-à-vis the realistic conditions of the randomised field experiments she promotes
(2009). She is obsessed with day-to-day devices (to increase the use of insecticidal
bed nets or the consumption of salt fortified with iron and iodine). Extensive
fieldwork was present from the very beginning in Ostrom’s work – be it in it her
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PhD thesis on the Californian ground water basin (1965) or her post-doctoral
work in municipal policing (Boettke et al., 2013; Ostrom et al., 1977), carrying
out participant observation, in-depth interviews to ‘penetrate social reality’ and
to develop ‘empirically valid theories’ (E. Ostrom, in Aligica, 2003: 8). While
both are far from ‘blackboard economics’, they diverge in the way fieldwork is
connected with theory and about the place and meaning of theory.

Two relationships to theory, isolation and causal processes

Theory as exploratory and explanatory framework or as propositions ante
experimentum?
Ostrom builds an encompassing analytical architecture, based on three
theoretical tiers: ‘A general framework helps to identify the elements (and the
relationships among these elements) that one needs to consider for institutional
analysis. Frameworks organize diagnostic and prescriptive inquiry. They provide
the most general set of variables that should be used to analyze all types of settings
relevant for the framework’. [ . . . ], theories focus on parts of a framework
and make specific assumptions that are necessary for an analyst to diagnose
a phenomenon, explain its processes and predict outcomes. The development
and use of models involve making precise assumptions about a limited set of
variables and parameters [ . . . ] using a particular theory’. (Ostrom, 2011: 8).
This architecture enables to explore social reality in a systematic way, diagnosing
and explaining the processes behind the recorded regularities and outcomes.
A structured system of classification allows to register rules systems and to
assess how rules affect each of the variables of an action situation (Ostrom,
2011: 19). The IAD (Institutional Analysis and Development) and SES (Social-
Ecological Systems) frameworks are both exploratory and explanatory and are
used in repeated interactions between empirical investigation, modelling and
theorisation. Moreover, the Bloomington school uses a broad range of references
belonging mainly to the family of institutional and evolutionary analysis in
political economy and beyond. Crawford and Ostrom (2005) defined a detailed
‘institutional grammar’. Additionally, from ‘action arena’ to ‘redundancy’, the
Bloomington school has forged an extensive lexicon, summarised by McGinnis
(2011).

Contrasting with Ostrom’s theoretical and conceptual elaborations, the
theorisation and the conceptualisation are still in limbo in Duflo’s work. Deaton
(2009) and Acemoglu (2010) regret the lack of theory in the J-PAL experiments.
They are actually few and narrow theoretical references in Duflo’s work. These
references are mostly recent and oscillate between the two polar extremes
represented by Jeffrey Sachs’ centralised constructivism and William Easterly’s
decentralised Hayekism. Conceptual reflection is rather poor: important concepts
like autonomy, capabilities or human development are just mentioned en passant
or in books’ subtitles (Duflo, 2009, 2010a, 2010b). Development is implicitly
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equated with poverty reduction. In a quest for undisputable ‘hard numbers’,
absolute poverty indicators are preferably used; the 99 cents of the World Bank
(former) absolute poverty line are recurrently brought into play as a synecdoche
for the lives of the poor. Contrary to experimental technique, the meaning, place
and role of theory are not specified. De facto, theory is reduced to propositions
ante experimentum, i.e. propositions defining the anticipated results of an
experiment (if the theory of the poverty trap is true, the poor should maximise
their intake of calories to enhance their work productivity and, thus, their
income, then one should expect that the food budget should go up proportionally
faster than total spending; Banerjee and Duflo, 2011: 24–25). ‘Scientists are
inspired by theory [but experiments] can contradict theory: The validity of an
experiment is not grounded in the validity of the theory’, Duflo (2009: 67)
points out. Therefore, randomised experiments can contribute significantly to
the invalidation of alleged ‘universal laws’ derived from mainstream economics:
for instance, series of experiments show that, contrary to Mead Over’s models,
free access to medical devices increases their use. Yet, Duflo’s approach lacks an
articulate theory of agents and cognitive processes, as well as of institutions and
structures. Some behavioural biases like procrastination are dispersedly hinted
at, but a theory as a coherent set of propositions regarding rationality, agents
and agency is still missing (Labrousse, 2010).

Here again, the contrast with Ostrom is striking: the latter develops an
articulate framework where individuals are regarded as boundedly rational
and communicating ‘fallible learners’; being embedded in diverse organisational
(farms, firms, households, government units, churches, associations etc.),
institutional (nested rules systems), cultural (norms) and biophysical
settings. Systematic connections between theoretical considerations, fieldworks,
laboratory and field experiments lead to a well-defined anthropology of social
actors (see for instance, Janssen et al., 2011). In Duflo’s case, despite connections
with behavioural psychology,2 there is no systematic behavioural theory (see
the only paper addressing directly this issue ‘Poor but rational?’: Duflo, 2003).
Duflo’s line may be typical of new trends towards statistical empiricism within
mainstream economics, far from the ‘high theory’ associated with general
equilibrium theory. In such works, statistical techniques are viewed as self-
sufficient ways to do science. Duflo’s relationship to theory – as a coherent
set of principles devised to explain a group of phenomena – is weak and
partial, especially in the explanation of why experiments yield surprising results
compared to theoretical expectations (which is often the case). This leads to the
important issue of causal chains.

2 Sendhil Mullainathan, a leading behavioural economist, was one of the J-PAL founders with Banerjee
and Duflo.
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Evaluating an action or uncovering causal processes?
Except in the rare cases of linear monocausality, randomised experiments
evaluate the efficiency of a special intervention (‘whether it works’) but they
do not uncover the underlying causal agencies (‘why and how it works’). It is a
well-known concern in the field of clinical studies: there is clinical evidence that
acupuncture can prevent postoperative nausea (Lee and Done, 1999) but the
causal mechanisms behind these outcomes remain unidentified. Different types
of evidence are delineated in ‘evidence-based medicine’ (Berriet-Solliec et al.,
2014): evidence of existence (description and verification of facts to build an
agreement among different actors on the state of the world), evidence of causality
(explaining the generating mechanism underlying the observed event), evidence
of effectiveness (a given action yields the desired result), evidence of harmlessness
(obtained when negative effects have been looked for and not found). The
J-PAL produces mainly evidence of effectiveness. RCT is not well-suited to
capture actors’ motives and perceptions, the working of social interactions and
norms, ambient contingent conditions – i.e. crucial factors to understand causal
mechanisms in social settings – contrary to qualitative approaches (ethnography,
in-depth interviews etc.).

RCTs are less armed to uncover complex causal processes in comparison to
Ostrom’s multiple methods (see part 3.2) and theoretical trilogy (framework,
theories and models). This nested triptych enables to elucidate causal chains
explaining both why collective action occurs and sometimes collapses, to unravel
‘core theoretical [and empirical] puzzles’, for instance, ‘how resource users in the
field develop rules to increase performance [considering that for example] farmers
in Nepal, who lack academic or formal training, can on average outperform
highly educated engineers in the design and operation of irrigation systems.
What is the process that produces these outcomes’? (Ostrom and Basurto, 2011:
320). The SES framework enlightens processes to craft rules, processes behind
the evolution of rules and norms and how different rules systems affect outcomes
(performance, equity etc.), whereas RCT as a technique is incomplete: causal,
theoretical links are missing.

Isolating a pure effect or analysing complex bundles of rules and actions?
RCT is basically a powerful isolation method to measure the mean effect of one
action: it doesn’t assess the joint impact of a bundle of actions. The interactions
between multiple actions (sometimes called ‘cocktail effects’) are out of the
picture: it is common knowledge in pharmacology that clinical studies do not take
into account the synergy effects (correlated action or cooperation by two or more
drugs so that their combined effect is greater than the sum of their individual
effects),3 the potentiation effects (the action of one adjuvant b intensifies the
action of the drug a: a + b = A) and the antagonistic effects between drugs (the

3 Definitions excerpted from: http://medical-dictionary.thefreedictionary.com/.
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drug a counteracts the effect of the drug b for example), except in the rare cases
of the joint test of two or three active principles. Because of statistical and costs
constraints, the branches of a given experiment cannot be multiplied infinitely
in practice. To test the impact of a measure (or sometimes different treatment
modalities) and not bundles of measures is a prominent artificial element in
the randomisation process. This modus experimendi – characterised by the
exclusivity and the invariability of the treatment during the trial – contrasts
and often conflicts with the modus governandi: in ‘real life’, governments and
local actors usually tinker with appropriate packages of measures to adjust them
pragmatically to (evolving) local conditions (Bureau et al., 2013), a tinkering
process underlined by Ostrom.

In Ostrom’s approach, isolation seems to occur at the level of laboratory
experiment and simulations, whereas bundles of rules and actions are examined
in vivo in specified action arenas. Ostrom’s group designed diverse models
(from game theory to agent-based models) and experiments to isolate factors
explaining the regularities observed in field studies (for instance, the impact
of communication on patterns of cooperation, Ostrom, 1999). Relevant in the
field is rather a ‘combinatory logic’ (Ostrom and Basurto, 2011). It follows that
the object of empirical analysis is not to isolate the intrinsic effect of a single
element (is the effect of the rule to hire a guard from inside the user community
good or bad per se?) but to understand the contextualised interactions and
interrelationships between the joint elements in actual configurations (systems
of rules) and their emergent properties. Complex structures are at stake: ‘Many
differences in surface reality can result from the way these variables combine
with or interact with one another. Thus, it is the configurational nature of the
set of elements present in each of these layers that helps to explain the great
complexity observed in the world’. (Ostrom and Basurto, 2011: 322). Whereas,
Duflo is in quest of optimal measures that could be generalised to fight global
poverty, dealing empirically and theoretically with diversity is a leitmotiv in
Ostrom’s work.

Theory and diversity in time and space: the issue of historical specificity
‘Static and mechanistic analysis is not adequate to understand the changing
world in which we live. [ . . . ] we need to develop analytical tools for
analyzing dynamic situations – particularly institutional change [ . . . it] is one
important step we can take to reduce emphasis on institutional monocropping
that currently dominates much of social science thinking as well as that of
development agencies’. (Ostrom and Basurto, 2011: 337)

Duflo’s and Ostrom’s pathways to deal with the specificity over time and
space of the local arrangements they scrutinise diverge highly. Whereas, the first
tends to shun this issue, the second aims at understanding architectural principles
beyond the sheer variety of socio-ecological systems.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1744137415000429 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1744137415000429
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Universal or contextual theory? Replication or comparison? Which
generalisation?
Duflo is ambiguous regarding the issue of historical specificity (see Hodgson,
2001). One can find in her production some statements like ‘context can
matter’ co-existing with the postulate that incentives produce the same outcomes
everywhere or everywhere the poor live, or ‘in the environment of developing
countries’. It is thus unclear if the J-PAL is aiming at universal laws à la neo-
classical economics or at regularities specified in time and space as it is the case in
historical institutionalism and, particularly, in Ostrom’s work, which highlights
a ‘situational logic’, an ‘ecological rationality’ embedded in specific social and
institutional settings (Aligica and Boettke, 2011). Duflo often obliquely assumes
that there is a unity of the ‘lives of the poor’ or of the rationality of the poor,
justifying to consider them as a homogenous entity and as a special subfield of
economics (i.e. ‘poor economics’). But quid of the huge diversity of developing
countries, where to draw the frontier between the poor and the rest, are the
poor in the North following the same logic and constraints as in the South?
Quid of the internal diversity within the experiment’s area? Measuring the mean
effect of an action, RCTs often neglect heterogeneity inside groups (Deaton,
2009). A qualitative analysis conducted alongside the J-PAL Al Amana micro-
credit experiment demonstrated that the diversity of agro-ecological settings
in Morocco, the multiple local meanings associated with credit and debt, the
variability of micro-interactions with credit officers and local leaders, explain
why micro-credit demand was highly heterogeneous among treatment branches
(Morvant-Roux et al., 2014). Not only internal diversity is crucial but also
external diversity: the repressed issue of historical specificity resurfaces with
the well-known problem of ‘external valididity’, leaving open the possibility
to generalise the result of a given experiment (Deaton, 2009; Rodrik, 2009).
Here again, the answer of the J-PAL is equivocal: following Banerjee and Duflo
(2009), generalisation means upscaling a development programme, generalising
best practices like deworming children in one or several countries. As shown by
Gomel and Serverin (2013), there is confusion between a political operation (a
government upscales a local programme) and a scientific operation (extending
the domain of validity of a local experiment). It is alleged that an accumulation
of experiments can lead both to theory and to uncovering best practices: small,
modest but ‘general’ solutions to fight global poverty: ‘A single experiment does
not provide a final answer on whether a program would universally “work” or
not. But we can conduct a series of experiments, differing in either the kind of
location in which they are conducted or the exact intervention being tested (or
both)’. (Banerjee and Duflo, 2011: 26). But as stressed by Ostrom (2005: 30–1),
‘if we cannot link the theoretical results into a coherent overall approach, we
cannot cumulate knowledge’. Up to now, a systematic comparison of differing
results of identical or has similar experiments not been used as a heuristic tool by
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the J-PAL.4 Academic publications are subject to a bias toward success stories,
deplored by J-PAL members themselves, and triggered by journals that are keener
to publish positive than negative results, as it is the case for medical journals,
where published trials are no more than the ‘tip of an information iceberg’
(Ramsey and Scoggins, 2008). Besides, success stories can easily be promoted to
donors.

Comparing diverse settings is central for the Bloomington school. Understand-
ing ‘failures’ is as important as understanding successes: the explaining factors
at stake being the same (like involving or not the users in the process of crafting
rules). Successes and failures are built-in in meta-analysis including hundreds
of cases in various types of common-pool resources (fisheries, forestry, grazing
lands, irrigations systems, knowledge resources etc.). The joint comparison of
differences and common properties (intercase and intracase) is a major tool
of theorisation. Built in an iterative process with the empirical materials, the
theoretical framework is a ‘multi-tier conceptual map’ (Ostrom, 2011: 9) that
helps to identify key variables in highly diverse contexts. It integrates the
historical specificity of institutions, social actors and biophysical environments.
Variety, diversity are starting points in Ostrom’s work and lead to a theory of
evolutionary institutional processes (Ostrom and Basurto, 2011). Considering
this emphasis on specific configurations in time and space, what is the meaning
of generalisation? Earl and Potts (2011: 18) put it nicely: in Ostrom’s approach
‘there is no general solution, not master equation’. Akin to Darwin’s work, there
is a general framework able to deal with historical diversity (Hodgson, 2001).
Generalising does not lie in discovering best practices that could be applied
everywhere as deemed by Duflo. Generalisation stands for developing a general
framework to produce and analyse relevant situated data, in order to find general
architectural principles allowing for localised resilient orders.

Blueprint thinking versus institutional diversity, static versus dynamic efficiency
In her early studies, by scrutinising many instances of common pool resources
governance systems, Elinor Ostrom (in Aligica, 2003) first sought to reveal a set
of optimal and universal rules of governance. Realising that she couldn’t find
any, a major breakthrough was to go beyond panaceas (Ostrom, 2007a) and to
acknowledge the intrinsic diversity of socio-economic systems, reflecting itself the
variety of local social and environmental circumstances (Ostrom and Basurto,
2011). It implies to draw on local knowledge to grasp the ‘unique combinations
of variables present in any one system’. ‘Involving users directly in this process
increases the likelihood of institutions that are well matched to the local physical,
economic and cultural environment’ (E. Ostrom, in Aligica, 2003: 11). Therefore,

4 This may evolve: a Bayesian hierarchical analysis of 7 microfinance RCTs is in progress (Meager,
2015).
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she became critical of ‘institutional monocropping’ and ‘blueprint thinking’
Esther Duflo is bordering on. For Ostrom, ‘without the capacity to undertake
systematic, comparative institutional assessments, recommendations of reform
may be based on naive ideas about which kinds of institutions are “good” or
“bad”’. (Ostrom, 2011: 9). This points to a limit in Duflo’s analysis. First, it en-
tails no comprehensive institutional analysis, only partial assessments on the one
or the other institutional tool (to reduce corruption in driving tests for instance).
Second, even if she refuses to assess the helpfulness (or the harmfulness) of ‘aid’ or
‘education’ in general – as it is often the case for endogenous growth theory and
cross-country growth regressions – the locus of ‘good’ of ‘bad’ just shifts at a more
concrete level of analysis: for the J-PAL some micro-social devices can be intrin-
sically good or bad for the poor in each given domain (education, nutrition etc.).

A lack of theorisation of the diversity of social systems, as well of their evolu-
tion, is manifest in Duflo’s work. It is reflected in the way efficiency is assessed.
In experiments conducted by the J-PAL efficiency is implicitly understood in a
static way, as it is generally the case in mainstream economics: this notion of
efficiency is concerned with the allocation of a given quantity of scarce resources
at a moment in time (McCartney, 2004). Yet, experiments are conducted in
a dynamic world. Some experiments by the J-PAL reveal the sensitivity of the
results to the duration of the experiment. One can find illustrations of this
regarding micro-credit (Duflo, 2010b: 43) and the promotion of export-oriented
crops in Kenya (Ashraf et al., 2008). This time-sensitivity is all the more crucial
as actors learn, interact and evolve over time, as well as the institutional matrix
(Labrousse, 2010). Interestingly, Ostrom is critical of ‘static theories of optimal
management’ (E. Ostrom in Aligica, 2003): ‘no social-biophysical system is a
static system, and in order to cope with external shocks one needs robust systems
that possess considerable redundancy in their capacities to respond and learn
from one another’ (see also Low et al., 2003). This shift to complex adaptive
systems implies to understand efficiency in a dynamic way: it is then associated
with the capacity to foster resilience and adaptive learning, differing from the
optimisation of the allocation of scarce resources at a given instant.

Theory and level of analysis: micro-reductionism versus multilevel analysis

Ostrom and Duflo strongly focus on the microdimensions of development issues.
Beyond this common point lays another divergence that comes to light in the way
both authors use a house building metaphor to get the picture of socio-economic
structures.

Building blocks and emergent properties: the Meccano versus the house-building
metaphor
Banerjee and Duflo (2009) acknowledge that the results of their micro
experiments cannot simply be extrapolated to the macro-level because of ‘general
equilibrium effects’, when a programme is generalised (see also Acemoglu, 2010).
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But there is a primacy of the micro-economic level: ‘macroeconomic models are
constructed like a Meccano [erector set for children], based on microeconomic
building blocks [ . . . ]. In each case, basic elements are microeconomic elements’
(Duflo, 2009: 73–74). Ostrom uses also a building metaphor, yet it leads to
different conclusions: ‘A house is constructed out of floor joists, roof beams,
lumber, roofing material, nails and so forth. When one wants to talk about the
house itself, one usually talks about the number of rooms, the style of the house,
the number of stories, rather than the number of nails used in construction [ . . . ].
When one wants to talk about the street on which the house is located, one uses
terms such as the size of the lots, the width of the road, the complementarity
or lack of complementarity of the building style, and the like. Descriptions of a
neighborhood will use still different concepts, as will a description of an urban or
rural political jurisdiction in which a neighborhood is located’. (Ostrom, 2005:
11). Duflo describes a house by the number of bricks and nails, whereas Ostrom
emphasises the emergent properties of each ‘whole’ (house, neighbourhood,
jurisdiction) resulting from the relationships (complementarities or lack thereof)
between the combined elements and the different qualities corresponding to each
tier of analysis.

Micro-reductionism versus multilevel analysis
By focusing on the micro-foundations of the macro-economy, by relying on
the idea of a representative agent (see its critique by Kirman, 1992), Duflo’s
methodology does not grasp emerging properties between micro-, meso- and
macro-levels. As previously mentioned, randomised experiments are a tool to
isolate the effect of a special action favouring development but they do not
grasp the interaction between multiple actions. Yet, development is made of
non-linear structural processes involving a complex combination of factors,
threshold and irreversibility effects (Boyer et al., 1991), cumulative and circular
causation (Myrdal, 1957), agglomeration and junction effects (Perroux, 1961),
forward and backward linkages (Hirschman, 1958). Duflo is prone to micro-
reductionism: explaining phenomena at one strata in terms of the next lowest
level strata, i.e. explaining social phenomena in terms of individual psychological
factors like procrastination. Her motto is that multiplying small solutions,
‘brick by brick’, can lead to a ‘quiet revolution’ and solve incrementally global
poverty (Banerjee and Duflo, 2011). As valuable as these piecemeal solutions
are, composition effects have to be put back in the picture. Meso- and macro-
issues have also a huge impact on the ‘lives of the poor’ and do matter in
development economics: think of the impact of budgetary and monetary policies
implemented during the Washington consensus, the evolution of terms of trade
or the insertion in global value chains. Thus, all development issues cannot
be solved by punctual treatments and micro-devices, even if they are applied
to whole countries. It is a far cry from deworming children to developing an
entire nation like China. This country contributed massively to the diminution
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of the world poverty in the last decades; its development (and mis-development)
cannot be understood without putting industrial and macro-economic policies,
polycentric governance structures in the picture (Boyer et al., 2011; Fligstein and
Zhang, 2011; Heilmann, 2008).

Like Duflo, Ostrom didn’t tackle macro- and meso-economic issues. Yet, no
micro-reductionism can be found in her work. Her approach is a branch of
complex systems theory, as founded by Simon, Hayek or Koestler to name
a few. Bringing into play affiliated notions like nested, polycentric systems,
holons, emergent properties and feedback loops, Ostrom integrates the multi-
level structure of society: ‘Explanations occur at multiple levels and different
spatial and temporal scales [ . . . ]. Building on top of the single individual are
structures composed of multiple individuals – families, firms, industries, nations,
and many other units – themselves composed of many parts and, in turn, parts
of still larger structures. What is a whole system at one level is a part of a
system at another level’ (Ostrom, 2005: 11–12). It is often underlined that she
develops a bottom-up approach (Earl and Potts, 2011). Yet, top-down processes
are also crucial for Ostrom (2007b: 244), ‘system-level outcomes are generated
through a series of linked action situations that [ . . . ] generate both upward
and downward causal processes’. Her favourite scope is local but this grassroots
level integrates the top-down impact of other levels (and bottom-up feedbacks), a
point underscored by Duflo. Underlying these distinct views, Ostrom and Duflo
follow separate ways to do science.

3. What is good science? Comparing research strategies

‘J-PAL’s mission is to reduce poverty by ensuring that policy is based on
scientific evidence [ . . . ] J-PAL and its partners are driven by a shared belief in
the power of scientific evidence to understand what really helps the poor, and
what does not’. (J-PAL’s website, October 2014)

‘Somebody who takes the perspective of an omniscient observer will assume
that he can “see” the “whole picture, “know” what is “good” for people [ . . . ].
Such a presumption is likely to increase proneness to error. Fallible men require
reference to decision-making processes where diverse forms of analysis can be
mobilized and where each form of analysis can be subject to critical scrutiny
of other analysts and decision-makers’. (Ostrom, 1973)

Observation and experimentation: an objective or a social construction?

Far from the deductive-nomological scheme (deduction-prediction-verification)
widely used in mainstream economics, both approaches assign a fundamental
role to observation: statistical observation in Duflo’s work (with local
consultations prior to experimental design) and field observation, databases,
remote satellite sensing etc. in Ostrom’s work. The fieldwork is undoubtedly
important in Duflo’s praxis. However, the approach remains more top-down
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than bottom-up, especially because of the division of labour between leading
J-PAL authors – designing and interpreting the experiment – on the one side, and
research assistants and local field workers carrying out the experiment on the
other side (Jatteau, 2013). This hierarchical organisation inhibits the feedback
from the ground. As field actors are de facto limited to NGO workers, local
leaders and government officials, the ‘co-construction of experiments’ is rather
an elite-oriented participation: it doesn’t involve the very subjects of experiments.
In her evaluation report for the Swedish International Development Cooperation
Agency, Ostrom recommended that ‘all those affected by projects – particularly
the beneficiaries – should be involved in the evaluation of projects. This will
encourage beneficiaries, donor officials and contractors to learn of each other’s
concerns and from each other’s experiences’ (Ostrom et al., 2001: 53). In the
Workshop’s practice, time-consuming qualitative observations on the ground
take place allowing to unearth local knowledge, which is often implicit and in-
formal, and thus, invisible to the researcher scrutinising solely a statistical playing
field. As a matter of fact, the ways both authors reflect on the role of the observer
and on his interactions with the observed diverge. Whereas, Duflo perceives
scientific procedures as essentially objective and technical, endorsing science-
based paternalism, Ostrom views knowledge building as a fallible, artefactual,
evolving, socially constructed process supporting deliberative self-governance.

Against ideology and ignorance: experimentation and the objectivity of the
scientist in Duflo’s work
Duflo considers the ‘randomista’ as a neutral and impartial researcher, the
spearhead of the ‘credibility revolution in empirical economics’ (Angrist and
Pischke, 2010). In key J-PAL’s publications, a positivist temptation is discernible,
emphasising RCTs as an objective technique, allowing to settle ideological
debates by a kind of ‘experimentum crucis’ or, more accurately, by series of
experiments. Duflo sees RCT’s as compelling and denies the interpretative role
of the observer: ‘Randomized evaluations are rigorous. There is no room for
interpretation. Either it works or not. If it doesn’t work, one can only try
something else’, she summarised her method in a 2010 interview.5 This view
is a particular declination of mainstream standards of scientificity, rooted in
a technical stance of scientific prowess. For the J-PAL, a true scientist is bias-
free, devoid of ideology and ignorance, and thus able to solve the ‘three I’s
problem: ideology, ignorance, inertia’. (Banerjee and Duflo, 2011: 276). Good
policies should follow the power of scientific evidence, as was the promise of
the ‘experimenting society’ project from the 1970’s (Monnier, 1992: 41). As
the socio-historian of statistics Desrosières (2008: 22) wrote: ‘statistics was
presented as a tool of rationalization in the conduct of human affairs, substituting
the rationale of calculus and measure for the arbitrariness of passions and

5 http://www.lejdd.fr/Economie/Actualite/Intellectuelle-de-terrain-166936.
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the interplay of power relationships. [ . . . ] statistics was involved as a way to
promote de-ideologization and objectivation [of social issues]’.

Yet, all in all, occulting the conventions and the tinkering behind statistical
techniques, ignoring the active role of the researcher, proves illusory in practice.
Far from a simple ‘verdict of the data’ (Banerjee and Duflo, 2011: 16),
interpreting the outcomes involves a delicate, partially open-ended process. It
goes beyond the mere issue ‘whether a program works or not’. It is indeed tricky
to assess what is really put to the test. In the Al Amana micro-credit experiment,
the results of the RCT were apparently clear-cut: the micro-finance programme
put to the test in rural areas failed (very low take-up rates). Yet, a qualitative
study showed that this failure was linked – among other factors – to an ill-timed
calendar of repayment, designed to mimic the way Al Amana provided micro-
credit in urban areas without taking into consideration the agricultural calendar,
a crucial issue in rural areas (Bernard et al., 2012). As follows, an experiment
tests the effect of a whole apparatus – corresponding to a bundle of explicit as
well as implicit assumptions – so that it is highly delicate to disentangle which
one(s) is (are) at work to assess the results. We are facing here a variant of the
epistemological problem highlighted by Duhem and Quine: the impossibility to
test a hypothesis in isolation because an empirical test of the hypothesis (here:
does micro-credit work to alleviate poverty?) requires one or more background
(or auxiliary) assumptions (here: the calendar is causally neutral). RCT aims at
isolating a pure effect but isolation is tedious and equivocal in practice.

Duflo is right in assessing the superior realisticness of RCT’s compared
to laboratory experiments. Yet, the very conditions that allow a randomised
experiment to isolate a pure effect are also the ones that create artificial
conditions in vivo. The randomisation protocol remains a scientific artefact,
triggering social reactions: possibility of placebo (or Hawthorne effect) and
nocebo effects, social rejection of some treatments (Devaux-Spatarakis, 2014;
Monnier, 1992). Furthermore, it is not uncommon that field actors refuse
the very principle of randomisation, hence the tacit use of alphabetisation in
the flagship experiments on worms (Miguel and Kremer, 2004) and on flip
charts in schools (Glewwe et al., 2004) ‘much cited as evidence in favor of
the virtues of randomization’: ‘Private communication with Michael Kremer
has confirmed that, in fact, the local partners would not permit the use of
random numbers for assignment [ . . . ]. We are then in the world of quasi- or
natural experiments, not randomized experiments. [ . . . ] alphabetization does
not guarantee orthogonality with potential confounders’. (Deaton, 2009: 39).
Duflo neglects that a clinical trial is a social construct and not a purely objective
technique (Keel, 2011; Marks, 1997). As shown by medical investigations,
real-world clinical experiments are repeatedly subjects to deviations from the
ideal randomisation process (Schulz, 1995), selective publication strategies,
controversial interpretations and ‘adverse effects of the industry influence’ (De
Angelis and Fontanarosa, 2008).
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Duflo often lacks reflexivity and comes close to scientism. Good science is
seen as a source of certainty and infallible knowledge. Unlike scientific experts,
the poor often ignore what is good for them, justifying the ‘nudge paternalism’
à la Thaler and Sunstein she advocates in Poor Economics (Banerjee and Duflo,
2011: 66–70) and in her first Tanner lecture (Duflo 2012): ‘A number of
outcomes [ . . . ] should be uncontroversially desirable, and there is a fair amount
of scientific evidence for how to achieve them’. For her, ‘the paternalism of a
government or a foreign aid agency trying to achieve these goals is therefore not
equivalent to the paternalism of the French industrial houses’. She compares the
economist to a plumber (Duflo 2009: 27–30; 38), understood as a figure of social
engineering. ‘It is useful to think of the economist not as a pure scientist, but as a
skilled technician, an engineer or a plumber’; ‘The economist should be a skilled
craftsman: [ . . . ], he can deliver his technical skills’ advised Duflo in her inaugural
lecture at the Collège de France.6 This view is in close tune with ‘international
institutions [that] have promoted a technocratic view of development problems,
which sees the economist as a “social engineer” and the scientific apparatus
of economics as a device to solve narrowly defined problems of policy advice’
(Fourcade, 2006: 177). Beyond her constant plea for modesty, her emphasis
on creative trials, Duflo inclines to a technical, mechanistic Weltanschauung,
as expressed by the above mentioned Meccano metaphor. By means of a good
technique, the plumber-economist can mend the social machinery, fix its defects.
Interestingly, artisanship is also a notion dear to the Ostroms and a token of
modesty, but it is endowed with alternative meanings: the Bloomington school
stresses the trial-and-errors, the tinkering processes and the artefacts linked with
the work of the artisan in his ‘workshop’.

The observer and the observed: fallibility and reflexivity in the Bloomington
school
As per the Bloomington school, ‘observed “facts” do not speak for themselves,
they are “artifacts” which may be well analysed if the researcher is fully
aware of the shared rules of the members of the society who create the
“artifacts”’ (Groenewegen, 2011). Scientific and local knowledge interact, frame
and permeate social reality. ‘The presence of order in the world’, Ostrom
(1998) writes, ‘is largely dependent upon the theories used to understand the
world’. The Bloomingtonian knowledge theory is branded by learning, fallibility
and uncertainty: ‘Any creature that has unique capabilities for learning and
generating new knowledge inevitably faces an uncertain future. Learning and
the generation of new knowledge are themselves marks of fallibility. Infallible
creatures would have no need to learn and generate new knowledge. Fallible
creatures need to accommodate their plans to changing levels of information

6 http://www.college-de-france.fr/media/cha_int2008/UPL31862_inaugurallecture_slides__fran_
ais.pdf.
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and knowledge’. (Ostrom (1980) in Aligica and Boettke, 2011: 39). Knowledge
is adaptive, evolutionary and rooted in changing local contexts. Since ambiguity
is inherent to communication and language (of the observer and the observed),
knowledge is ambiguous.

Mirroring the local actors he observes, the observer is himself a fallible learner
with a bounded interpretative rationality, embedded in epistemic communities
and following specific professional rules and routines. He interacts with the
observed and can learn a great deal from them. According to Vince Ostrom
(in Aligica, 2003), ‘the researcher or observer needs to take into account
the way people think about and experience themselves and their situation.
[ . . . ] As I said we need to address problems of institutional analysis and
development with methods that allow to penetrate social reality rather than
distance ourselves from it. A critical dialogue between the observer and those
being observed can reduce the potential for observer error’. The J-PAL’s trust
in scientific knowledge – provided it relies carefully on the best techniques –
contrasts with Bloomingtonian reservations. Insisting on the necessity to draw
on local knowledge, the later often went against the grain of received expert
wisdom: ‘Some of the lessons coming out of our institutional analyses [ . . . ]
show that resource users who have relative autonomy to design their own rules
for governing and managing common-pool resources frequently achieve better
economic (as well as more equitable) outcomes than when experts do this for
them’ (Ostrom and Basurto, 2011: 319). There is no such thing as a technocratic
and paternalistic view on politics: ‘Instead of presuming that optimal institutional
solutions can be designed easily and imposed at low cost by external authorities, I
argue that “getting the institutions right” is a difficult, time-consuming, conflict-
invoking process. It is a process that requires reliable information about time
and place variables as well as a broad repertoire of culturally acceptable rules’.
(Ostrom, 1990: 14). ‘The Ostroms join the company of those who reject the
notion that institutional design should be the exclusive object of a profession,
a specialization, and expertise; on the contrary they consider it a core element
of citizens’ competence and as such a basic ingredient of self-governance and
democracy’ (Aligica, 2013: 165).

Relationships to social and ‘hard’ sciences

‘Just as randomized trials for pharmaceuticals revolutionized medicine in the
20th Century, randomized evaluations have the potential to revolutionize social
policy during the 21st’ (Duflo and Kremer, 2003: 32).

Mimicking ‘hard’ sciences? A single gold standard or a controlled combination
of methods?
Duflo tries to mimic clinical research (Banerjee and Duflo, 2011: 8) but eschews
the rich internal debates about evidence-based medicine. As already mentioned,
her posture is analogous to that of a social engineer. Ostrom is critical of
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mechanistic views and warns of the danger of an ‘engineering bias’: ‘ignoring
social infrastructure [ . . . ], property rights or social arrangements’ (E. Ostrom
in Aligica, 2003). Nonetheless, even if ‘there are important specific differences
between social sciences and the natural sciences’, engineering and even more
biology can inspire social scientists: ‘The biologists’ scientific strategy involves
identifying for the simplest possible organism in which the process under
investigation occurs in a clarified, or even, exaggerated form. The organism
is not chosen because it is representative of all organisms. Rather, the organism
is chosen because particular processes can be studied more effectively using this
organism than using another. These cases are in no sense a “random” sample of
cases. Rather, these are cases that provide clear information about the processes
involved’ (E. Ostrom in Aligica, 2003: 14). Political economy is seen as an
evolutionary science in a way akin to Veblen, Nelson and Winter. Significantly,
Ostrom’s efforts to practice interdisciplinarity went well beyond social sciences.

‘Randomized experiment is the best method’ insisted Duflo in her lecture at
the Collège de France.7 She defines RCT as the gold standard, largely ruling
out other methods, especially cross-country growth-regressions and case studies,
producing supposedly ‘wishy-washy evidence’ (Banerjee, 2007). In evidence-
based medicine and policy, RCTs are viewed as providing the highest level of
evidence for impact assessment. Nonetheless, other types and levels of evidence
are used and can even prove more relevant depending on the subject matters
(Berriet-Solliec et al., 2014; Laurent et al., 2009). In the medical art, RCT is but
one of the tools participating in the highly complex medical reasoning processes,
involving multiple heuristics of exploration and diagnosis, characterised by
uncertainty and singularities (Fagot-Largeault, 2010; Masquelet, 2006). In
contrast, there is a kind of methodological monism in the J-PAL approach:
RCT amounts to a technical panacea, which is applied to all kinds of micro
issues, from the empowerment of women to local corruption, from health and
nutrition, to education, credit, entrepreneurship or workforce mobilisation. One
could label it a ‘one-technique-fits-and-fixes-all-issues’. Still, Duflo overlooks that
RCTs are only suited for a limited range of development programmes (Bernard
et al., 2012): ‘treatment-control methods are best suited to address “tunnel”-
like issues characterized by a clearly defined and stable “treatment”, a rather
short and event-proof causal chains, and a large share of targeted individuals
that are effectively affected by the intervention [ . . . ] Yet, most development
interventions do not satisfy such pre-requisites’. Ostrom (Poteete et al. 2010)
integrates this issue of the suitability of a given scientific instrument and are
critical of the very idea of a single gold standard: ‘Often, scholars follow “the
rule of the hammer” and apply a single method indiscriminately, regardless of its
suitability for a given research project. [ . . . ] To rely on a single approach is to
be shackled [ . . . ] To overcome the limits of any one method, one needs to draw

7 http://www.college-de-france.fr/media/inf_pre/UPL1096_2_Pr_sentation_EvalAleatoire.pdf.
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on multiple methods [ . . . ]. If social scientists have shared standards, no single
method fully addresses all standards’. It seems that this ‘rule of the hammer’ – a
hint at Maslow’s famous formula ‘if all you have is a hammer, everything looks
like a nail’ – applies to the J-PAL (Bernard et al., 2012).

A more qualitative approach is often lacking in the randomistas’ research
process. As put by Rodrik (2009), ‘the “hard evidence” from the randomized
evaluation has to be supplemented with lots of soft evidence before it becomes
usable’. Qualitative analysis can help to choose treatments relevant for local
populations, to identify possible hurdles, misapprehensions and deviations from
the protocol in the conduct of the experiment, and to uncover the motives of
behaviour of the population and the causal processes behind the experiment
outcomes (Labrousse and Zamora, 2013). One can find a few attempts to link
qualitative and quantitative material in recent experiments (Morvant-Roux et al.,
2014). Yet, in practise, the ‘working together’ of teams with distinct scientific
cultures can be undermined by misunderstandings and tensions, as exemplified
by the SKY-RCT in Cambodia investigated by Quentin and Guérin (2013).
The shared belief in the power of hard numbers uniting the J-PAL, associated
with the neglect of other forms of scientificity and evidence, is a hindrance to
such endeavours. By contrast, ethnography and other exploratory techniques
are crucial for the Bloomington school. Its menu of qualitative methods of data
collection techniques includes ethnography, participant observation, interviews,
oral histories and archival research. ‘Neither theory nor methodological
techniques substitute for a thorough familiarity with the data, gained from
diagnostic tests and data exploration. [ . . . ]. Data exploration draws attention to
potential causal heterogeneity, non-linear relationships, interaction effects and
other aspects of the data that are obscured by more sophisticated multivariate
techniques. Thus thorough data exploration contributes to theory testing and
development by complementing more sophisticated forms of data analysis and
drawing attention to empirical patterns that call out for theoretical explanation’.
(Poteete et al., 2010: 14). A thorough qualitative exploration is missing in the
fieldwork by the J-PAL, even though their familiarity with the field is far more
developed than for many economists, who never went ‘there’.

Potlach interdisciplinarity or soft economic imperialism?
Following a kind of pragmatist stance, research is, according to Ostrom,
a collective and evolutionary process requiring the collaboration of
multidisciplinary research teams to overcome some limitations of both individual
rationality and disciplinary specialisation, through skill associations and
collective knowledge building within a shared framework (Poteete et al., 2010).
Ostrom performs a Simonian ‘potlatch interdisciplinarity’ (Ostrom, 2007b:
239–240): ‘Gift-giving between economics and the other social sciences can
become a genuine exchange, going in both directions. The metaphor of a
potlatch, rather than one of imperialism, best describes what we have achieved
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in the relationship between economics and political science’. Like Ostrom,
Duflo practices forms of interdisciplinarity but it amounts to a kind of soft
economic imperialism. It is indeed not the neo-classical imperialism à la Gary
Becker relying on ‘the combined assumptions of maximizing behaviour, market
equilibrium, and stable preferences, [ . . . which] form the heart of the economic
approach’ (Becker, quoted in Hirshleifer, 1985: 52): Duflo and Banerjee’s Poor
economics is often at odds with neo-classical economics, with the idea of self-
regulated markets, the maximising behaviour of self-interested individuals with
stable preferences.8 Duflo’s ‘universal grammar’ is the RCT technique or, more
accurately, its positivist use embedded in a mainstream habitus (trust in hard
numbers and social engineering, discount of historical, ethnographic material
and ‘soft’ methodologies etc.). She applies this technical grammar to multifarious
domains attached to other social sciences (sociology, anthropology, education
etc.), ignoring frequently their concepts and methods, overlooking decades of
accumulated research on social structures and representations governing health,
water adduction, politics, farming systems etc.

Ostrom’s ambition to re-embed economics in social sciences is explicit:
‘My academic career has been devoted to the development of empirically
grounded theories to cross the great divide between economics and other social
sciences’ (Ostrom in Aligica, 2003: 7). Her work is a systematic attempt to
transcend the dichotomy of modern political economy (Ostrom, 2007b). While
Ostrom underlines the cost of the separation of political economy into two
disciplines, Duflo and Banerjee struggle ‘against political economy’, embracing
a peculiar definition: ‘Political economy is the view that politics has primacy
over economics: institutions define and limit the scope of economic policy’
(Banerjee and Duflo, 2011: 237). Targeting Acemoglu and Robinson, this
academic struggle inflicts a collateral damage: a variety of longstanding and
fruitful traditions related to political economy, to the enabling role of institutions
and the social and political embeddedness of the economy is disregarded.

4. The great development divide: two episteme

Following this methodological comparison, it appears that, despites broad
commonalities, Duflo and Ostrom views are exemplars of diverging social
philosophies and episteme (see Foucault, 1980: 197), that were not obvious
at first instance.

While both authors subscribe to realism, they practise two types of realism.
The realism supported by Duflo is akin to a naive ‘metrological realism’ as defined
by Desrosières (2008), in which quantification is seen as merely mirroring reality
within a margin of error, whereas Ostrom seems closer to critical realism and
constructivism: the way we perceive and quantify reality is moulded by our

8 She underlines notably psychological bias, without developing a Simonian view on rationality.
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cognitive maps and conventions. The rationales of the social scientist and of the
economic actors are also distinctive. Whereas, Duflo underlines the objectivity
and rightness of the scientist applying sound techniques – which contrasts with
the lack of information and the restrained horizon of local actors – Ostrom
emphasises the processual, bounded and interpretative rationality of both the
researcher and the observed actors. This leads to diverging views and normative
agendas regarding development, politics and economics.

Duflo sees development as the implementation and replication of expert-
led fixes to provide basic goods for the poor who are often blinded by their
exacting situation. It is a technical quest for certainty and optimal measures
in a fairly static framework. For the Ostroms, there are no best practices,
only a few architectonic principles to build locally resilient orders. They view
development as a situated learning process under uncertainty. As encapsulated
by Aligica and Boettke (2011: 41), ‘knowledge and learning are stabilizers of
social order and drivers of social change’. Development is notably rooted in
the creative but fallible artisanship of ordinary people. It involves joint problem
solving associating diverse collective actors (citizens groups, firms, governmental
units, international organisations etc.). Development is a co-production process
(Ostrom, 1996), a learning process and an institutional process. Aligica (2005:
164) captures it nicely: ‘A viable national economic system needs robust
flexible and open institutions and multi-level governance systems that allow for
learning and increase adaptive capacity without foreclosing future development
options. The concrete policy corollary is that instead of a restricted focus on
this or that institution and organization in isolation, one needs to produce a
social environment that facilitates the learning and adaptation of organizations,
individuals and institutions. [ . . . ] development does not come from blueprints
imposed by exogenous policy makers, but as part of a broader and more complex
learning process. [ . . . ] Forms of institutional transfer that do not seriously take
that into account are doomed to fail or to generate unintended consequences
difficult to control. A more feasible and realistic target of a development policy
would be to create the institutional prerequisites necessary to increase the
learning context of social actors, economic firms and political units alike, i.e.
not to maximize a given “economic policy target” neatly defined’. Development
is a complex and messy process, devoid of panaceas, a source of dilemmas
for indigenous and exogenous actors (see E. Ostrom’s analysis of the Samaritan
dilemma in Gibson et al., 2005). It is threatened by predation, crypto-imperialism
(Ostrom, 1999) and lock-in into vicious configurations (Ostrom and Bazurto,
2011).

In Duflo’s science-based ‘benevolent paternalism’, the experimental technique
works as an ‘anti-politics machine’ (Ferguson, 1990), social goals being
predefined and RCT outcomes settling ideally ambiguities and conflicts. Real-
world politics – disregarding or instrumentalising RCTs – and institutions
– resulting from social compromises instead of evidence – are thus often
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perceived as external disturbances and constraints to economic science and
evidence-based policy. This depoliticising stance is at odds with the significance
of political economy for the Ostroms, their emphasis on deliberation to
co-construct the aspirations and agencies of communities. While Duflo and
Banerjee are in line with a technocratic democracy, the Ostroms sustain a
Tocquevillean democratic self-governance. For the latter, institutions emanating
from democratic processes, far from being straitjackets, are the core of economic
processes. They simultaneously constraint and enable human action: Following
Commons, ‘an institution is collective action in control, liberation and expansion
of individual action’ (quoted in Kiser and Ostrom, 1982: 65).

While apparently modest, Ostroms’ theory goes far beyond the commons
to comprehend composite, polycentric orders. It is a wide-ranging institutional
analysis (Aligica, 2013; Chanteau and Labrousse, 2013; Cole and McGinnis,
2015), albeit macro-economic developments are absent – the Ostroms having
their base-camp in political science. It is a situated theory, contextualising the
human condition in its diversity, while Duflo (2012) tend to naturalise the poor
(and the rich), endowing them with homogenous a-temporal characteristics. The
Ostroms’ morphological and combinatorial logic is also reminiscent of Eucken’s
(1939) institutional approach striving to reconcile empirics (observed historical
diversity) and theory (thinking in orders as combination of forms to penetrate
this manifold reality). Duflo is much more on the empirical side, reflecting recent
tendencies toward pure empiricism inside mainstream economics. Empirical
micro-econometrics is seen as the revolutionary alternative to ‘the theory-centric
macro-fortress [that] appears increasingly hard to defend’ (Angrist and Pischke,
2010: 19). Duflo might be dissatisfied with standard neo-classical theory but
she seems little aware of alternative theories or afraid to cross the mainstream
line. So, her approach remains under-theorised, impeding the cumulation of
experimental knowledge.

Both authors are pragmatic but in different respects. Duflo is pragmatic in
the common sense of the word: she is looking for ‘what works’, assessing the
immediate practical consequences of an action rather than drawing action from
theory or dogma. Ostrom is more in line with the philosophical pragmatism of
James, Dewey and Peirce (Aligica, 2013; Groenewegen, 2011), who influenced
Veblen and Commons, two important references in Ostrom’s work. Her
conception of the public is directly related to the one by Dewey (McGinnis,
2011), an author that left a profound mark on Vince Ostrom (Aligica, 2013);
the Ostrom’s view on scientific communities reminds of Dewey’s community
of enquiry. The role of recalcitrant matter of fact, of puzzles is much alike
the abductive reasoning expressed by Peirce (1905) or, in Ostrom’s (1997: 99)
words: ‘An openness to uncertainty, social dilemmas, anomalies, and puzzles as
presenting problematics, allows for learning, innovation, and basic advances in
knowledge to occur’. The Ostroms’ theoretical pluralism is akin to the pragmatist
idea that they are many sound ways to conceptualise the world. As shown by
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Aligica (2013: 167), ‘pragmatist elements have been a constant tacit presence in
their work. [ . . . ] A non-positivist, fallibilist and realist epistemology, a social
philosophy of knowledge processes and social coordination, a penchant for
normative pluralism and experientialism, this is a cluster typically associated
with the pragmatist tradition’. Experimentalism and RCTs also have roots in
this very tradition: Peirce himself introduced randomisation in experiments
in 1883 (Hacking, 1988). Yet, the way RCTs are conducted and interpreted
by J-PAL scholars, imbued with positivism, distance them from this epistemic
foundation. Positivism is not inherent to RCTs or evidence-informed policy.
Other uses display more affinities with pragmatist underpinnings. For instance,
Connolly (2015) from the Campbell Collaboration advocates a critical realist
epistemological foundation for RCTs and to shift the discourse from ‘what
works’ to more nuanced accounts of ‘what works? For whom? In what
contexts?’, by using mixed methods and involving the practitioners extensively.

Furthermore, both Duflo and Ostrom use the figure of the artisan to describe
the task of the social scientist, again with distinct meanings: The first sees the
economist as a plumber and a social engineer fixing social devices, the other
as a tinkering craftsman patiently learning from trial and errors and extracting
knowledge from local uses. Despite the fact that RCT proves mostly relevant
for the small subset of simple, short-run, micro interventions, Duflo and her
colleagues established it as an all-purpose device. Their success is consonant with
the dominant conception of economics as a tool-centred knowledge relatively
insensitive to historical and geographical variations (Hirschman, 1981), with the
decline of specificity-oriented paradigms, notably in development economics and
with the weakening of area studies within the economic profession (Fourcade,
2006: 160). Technicity substitutes for scientificity, a drift that Ostrom (1982,
preface) diagnosed and criticised early in the case of political science. For
her, ‘the language of data analysis and method [should not] dominate the
language of theory construction’ (Aligica, 2013: 169). This contrasts with
Duflo’s technical reductionism, which is sometimes associated with psychological
reductionism. Interdisciplinary in the mainstream is currently tantamount to
connexions with behavioural psychology (or neuro-economics). It is because
of such preconceptions, together with the tenures of senior J-PAL members
in top-flight economic departments, that J-PAL economics can be labelled as
mainstream.

Duflo’s claim of RCT as the gold standard, her methodological monism
diverges with Ostrom’s emphasis on the bounded relevance and fruitfulness of
any method and the associated necessity of a controlled combination of methods.
Moreover, Duflo’s approach is congruent with the dilution of development
matters into a myriad of micro-issues in the wake of the Post-Washington
consensus and the Millennium development goals (Labrousse, 2010). It goes also
well together with the trend towards piecemeal analyses witnessed by mainstream
economics since the end of the 1990s, i.e. the period when Duflo’s first research
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took place. On the other hand, Ostrom’s interdisciplinary framework was
initiated in the 1960’s and grew within a dynamic but ‘provincial’ political science
faculty, a discipline more sensitive to historicity than economics; her emphasis
on structures, complexity and evolution may be influenced by the episteme of
genetic structuralism à la Piaget culminating in the 60–70’s and the concomitant
emergence of complex system theory, i.e. a crucial period in the development of
the IAD framework. Ostrom’s relative marginality measured up to Ivy League
economics found expression in the avalanche of economists’ harsh comments on
her Nobel prize, standing out against the chorus of praise that followed Duflo’s
Clark Medal one year later. Hence, these approaches follow diverging pathways
that carry traces of their respective emergence contexts.
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