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“Learning Across Boundaries”:
Grantmaking Activism in the Greater
Mekong Subregion

Rosalia Sciortino

INTRODUCTION

This article reflects on “Learning Across Boundaries in the Greater
Mekong Subregion,” a grantmaking initiative managed by the
Southeast Asia Regional Office of the Rockefeller Foundation during
the years 2001-7, and its significance for current debates in
philanthropy and development. LAB,' as the initiative was commonly
called, responded to concern that a large proportion of people in the
Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) were excluded from the benefits
of regional growth. To foster more equitable development, it funded
collaborative efforts to understand transnational processes and
address their effects on the poor and vulnerable.

In ashort time, LAB acquired a reputation for its innovativeness. It
was not allowed to come to full fruition, however, because of changes
at the Rockefeller Foundation that, I argue, reflect a general shift
among philanthropies away from contextual and socially engaged
grantmaking following the rise of the so-called technocratic
philanthropists, philanthrocapitalists, or venture philanthropists.
These philanthropic individuals and institutions—foremost among
them the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation—take multinational
corporations as their model and seek market and technological solutions

1. References to LAB are based on annual reports, grant reports, and program
documents written by the author at times with her colleagues in the fulfillment of
institutional requirements, as well as external evaluations during and after her
assignment.
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to development problems. In doing so, they have come to dismiss the
“humanistic philanthropy™ of the 1990s and early 2000s, to which LAB
can be considered to belong, and its stress on social and cultural
processes, contexts, and solutions. LAB’s premature closure thus
exposed a paradigmatic tension between development discourses that,
as will be explained in more detail below, have been around in various
manifestations since the 1950s and remain contentious to this day.

Afterabrief description of the overall strategy,  will examine three
of LAB’s core aspects that distinguished it from the philanthropic and
development approaches most in vogue today. First, I will highlight
LAB’s regional scope, which contrasts with the national and global
models privileged by international funders. Second, I will show that
LAB’s aim to understand and address the social impact of inequitable
regional integration positioned it as an alternative to a development
discourse preoccupied with market-oriented infrastructural and
technocratic processes. Third, I will argue that from this LAB opted
for social sciences, capacity-building, and academic activism on the
side of disadvantaged groups, rather than the focus on natural sciences
and academic excellence that has become more common in
philanthropy today.

My reflections, though based on primary documents and secondary
literature, nevertheless remain subjective, since they are derived from
my earlier role as regional director of the Rockefeller Foundation’s
Southeast Asia Office and as the conceiver of LAB, and to a lesser
extent from my experience with the Ford Foundation, Australian
Agency for International Development (AusAID), and International
Development Research Centre (IDRC), also in Southeast Asia.® In the

2. The terms “technocratic” and “humanistic” philanthropy are used in the
remainder of the chapter to point to two distinctive paradigms, in line with recent
literature and for lack of better nomenclature. It also needs to be noted that the
paradigms and the terms associated with them exist alongside each other, but their
influence varies at different points in time. As this chapter argues, the technocratic
paradigm, which started to emerge fifteen years ago and has become dominant in
the last decade, can actually be seen as a rebranding of an older “modernization”
paradigm, in spite of its being heralded as “new.”

3. More specifically I worked for the Ford Foundation Office in Indonesia and
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following, I will not attempt to provide a complete overview or
assessment of the program. Rather, I will try to articulate an insider’s
conviction that to be relevant, grantmaking ought to be responsive to
specific geopolitical and developmental contexts and to support
alternative visions and voices that would be otherwise ignored.

LAB IN BRIEF

With the hiring of a regional director in 2000, the Rockefeller
Foundation signaled its intention to build a presence in Asia. My
mandate was to establish a Southeast Asia regional office in Bangkok
and to develop, with the assistance of the only senior specialist based
there, John O’Toole, a regional program responsive to local realities.
Through a year of consultation with a wide range of stakeholders, we
learned of their concern with the increasing pace of regionalization and
the far-reaching transnational impact it was having on previously
isolated countries and communities. At the same time, the required
capacity to address this growing interdependency was poorly developed
locally, and the few Japanese, European, and US foundations that
focused on social development did so in selected countries or without
focusing on the GMS as an emerging geopolitical zone. The production
of knowledge and the building of capacity to better cope with
regionalism were thus identified as a potential niche for the Rockefeller
Foundation’s Southeast Asia Regional Program, to be managed from
Bangkok.

The problematic sketched by the program officers focused on the
regionalization process involving countries along the Mekong River—
namely, Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, Thailand, Vietnam, and China’s
Yunnan Province.* Taking advantage of the opening up of socialist
countries, in 1992 the Asian Development Bank (ADB) and other
donors, in collaboration with the concerned governments, had

the Philippines in 1993-2000, was the Rockefeller Foundation’s regional director
for Southeast Asia in 2000-2007, was senior adviser for AusAID in 2009-10, and
served as the IDRC regional director/representative for Southeast and East Asia in
2010-14.

4. In 2005, on request from China, Guangxi Province was also included,
although it is not technically in the Mekong River basin.
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launched an ambitious regional cooperation program to strengthen
the competitive position of what the bank came to call the Greater
Mekong Subregion as a trading bloc in the global economy (ADB
2015). The GMS Economic Cooperation Program supported market
liberalization and infrastructural development to foster transnational
trade, investment, and exploitation of natural resources.

The GMS vision enabled strong economic growth, but—as the
foundation’s staff argued to the board of trustees in 2002—not
everybody benefited from it in equal measure. Relative poverty across
groups and countries was increasing, and more than a third of the
combined population of roughly 240 million people at that time
remained in absolute poverty. Also there was no attention to the
profound social changes transforming predominantly subsistence-
farming societies into market-oriented ones, with unparalleled degrees
of urbanization and industrialization challenging existing lifestyles
and cultures. Mounting demands on shared resources were disrupting
delicate environments, and lopsided development was creating
unprecedented flows of people, diseases, and crime across borders. In
particular, communities along the borders, and cross-border migrants,
who often belonged to ethnic and religious minority groups, were
becoming further marginalized.

To emphasize the confluence of geopolitical and cultural factors in
shaping marginalization and poverty, the Rockefeller Foundation’s
Bangkok office staff focused on the concept of “boundaries” as central
to regional programming. The choice of “Learning Across Boundaries
in the Greater Mekong Subregion” as the title of the program strategy
was meant to suggest that transboundary trends cannot be dealt with
in isolation and that a collective process was needed to capture the
benefits and mitigate the negative side effects of regionalization. LAB
therefore privileged collaborations among institutions and individuals
in the region that would contribute to (1) understanding and
anticipating cross-border and intercultural challenges arising from
regional integration, especially as they affect the poor and excluded;
and (2) formulating effective policy and intervention responses
directed at improving the welfare of disadvantaged groups and
fostering greater equity in the region.
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While LAB’s grantmaking strategy focused on regional integration
in its complexity, it also served as a platform for specific initiatives that
leveraged the Rockefeller Foundation’s expertise in the thematic areas
of health, food security, and culture. More specifically, Cross-Border
Health (CBH) was directed at stemming the cross-border flow of
diseases (principally AIDS, TB, malaria, dengue fever, and later SARS
and avian influenza/HSN1), while enabling protection of vulnerable
mobile and ethnic minority populations. Upland Communities in
Transition (UCT) aimed to increase agricultural production in upland
areas along the borders and to foster access to regional markets in order
to improve the lives of upland ethnic minorities. And Bridging Diversity
(BD) sought to enhance appreciation of the region’s diversity, while
aiming to reduce sectarian and discriminatory tendencies against
ethnicand migrant groups arisingin the context of regional integration.®

In operational terms, LAB combined fourlines of grantmaking. One
line concerned knowledge building, with grants that supported the study
of regional dynamics through joint projects among institutions in the
region. A second line supported human and institutional capacity
building, with grants that enabled interinstitutional learning, expansion
of institutional resources across GMS countries, and establishment of
regional centers. Another important line of work focused on agenda
setting, with grants that fostered the public’s and policy makers’
awareness of transboundary trends and potential responses. Finally, the
fourthline of grantmaking supported experimentation, with grants that
financed the development and cross-fertilization of alternative program
models for more equitable GMS development in the previously
described thematic areas of concern.

LAB’s expansion was rapid, and by 2007 program staffhad increased
to four officers who, since the start of the regional program, had
managed more than two hundred grants, mostly to local organizations,
for a total of over thirty-five million dollars, including contributions
from the foundation’s thematic programs mentioned above. In the
course of programming, our initial insights were confirmed and LAB’s

S. More specifically, the internal collaborations were for CBH with the Health
Equity program, UCT with Food Security, and BD with Creativity and Culture.
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critical role in filling a gap was increasingly recognized. The strategy
itself had begun inspiring other institutions, including Thai
government units and some UN agencies and bilateral donors, to
consider transnational approaches to regionalization and to pay more
attention to social development challenges and equity concerns.
Cross-border health and migration, two of the issues advocated by
LAB as requiring a regional focus, came to be seen as priorities for
intergovernmental collaboration. More generally, the critical views
and voices of those supported by the foundation had started to gain
credibility in policy debates.

Some interesting lessons also began to emerge on appropriate
governance mechanisms for processes of a regional and transnational
nature and on the added value of cross-border and multisectoral
collaborations—despite high transaction costs. As indicated by the
increasing number and quality of funding requests, visits to the
Bangkok office’s website, use of publications and audiovisual media
produced by grantees, and mediareports on grant-supported activities,
LAB had managed to raise the Rockefeller Foundation’s profile in the
region and, most importantly, generated interest in the issues
promoted. The attractiveness of LAB as a platform for change was also
shownbytheincreasingnumber of governmental and nongovernmental
organizations wanting to partner with their own resources in LAB-
initiated activities and the growing amount of funding “leveraged”
from other foundations, aid agencies, and private sponsors.

This promising trajectory was interrupted by a transition at the
helm of the Rockefeller Foundation in 2005. The new president’s
decision to restructure and centralize programmingled to the closure
of regional programs, both in Africa and Southeast Asia, and to a
preference for global initiatives to be applied uniformly across the
world. In spite of congratulatory internal assessments, a positive
external evaluation commissioned by the new management from an
independent US-based philanthropy center, support by leading
institutions and experts, and the encouragement of partners, LAB was
closedin 2007. To complete ongoing efforts, so-called “legacy” grants
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were given, with activities ending a few years thereafter.’ The few
selected grantees that continued to be supported had to fulfill
prescribed mandates to fit the new global initiatives. With the adoption
of a decontextualized, top-down approach characteristic, as I will
argue below, of then-emerging trends in philanthropy, there was no
longer space for a tailor-made initiative like LAB, grown out of a
specific geopolitical context with its unique development challenges.

A REGIONAL VIS-A-VIS A NATIONAL OR GLOBAL
GRANTMAKING APPROACH

LAB’s premise was that as nations and markets become more
interconnected and more complex, development programs ought to
take into account regional dynamics, their transnational and cross-
cultural ramifications, and their impact on vulnerable groups.

This approach was grounded in principles common to philanthropic
institutions in the 1990s but applied them to a different geopolitical unit.
During that decade, due to a combination of political and ideological
factors, international grantmaking by American foundations had grown
rapidly and had become increasingly context-specific (Renz and
Samson-Atienza 1997, 3). As funders gained greater access to emerging
democracies and a growing civil-society movement globally, they
became more diversified and localized, with funding priorities set
according to location and in consultation with local stakeholders.
Although donor influence is inherent in the unequal grantee-grantor
relationship, particularly when it plays out in resource-scarce settings,
foundations did make a serious effort to confer widely and to be
participatory in formulating context-specific strategies. They also
subscribed to the principle of “local ownership of local problems” and
sought to fund local organizations with the assumption that they were
best positioned to find systemic solutions to complex societal problems
(Renz and Samson-Atienza 1997, 3—6).

6. Another externalreview of all the LAB grants including the legacy grants was
conducted in later years when the original staff, including the author, had already
left. The findings were again positive but did not reverse the decision to close the
regional program. This may raise questions as to the use of evaluation and the much-
heralded value of so-called evidence-based accountability.
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For those foundations that had field offices abroad—the Ford
Foundation foremost among them (CIBA Foundation 1975)—the
mandate was to provide on-the-spot attention and to formulate
country-based grantmaking strategies centered on selected thematic
priorities as shaped by national realities. The field office’s role was to
facilitate the convening of key actors to identify priority challenges
and to support the building of the institutions, capacities, and networks
required for context-driven problem solving. Close interaction also
served to ensure that the host country and the intended beneficiaries
had a direct stake in supported development processes and that
programs would be responsive to their needs.

Within the scope of country programs, there were various
intervention levels, from the community and village to the provincial
and national levels. LAB took this multilevel structure into account
but shifted the strategic focus to the higher regionallevel. The regional-
program model it pioneered centered on the emergence of a
supranational cooperation area increasingly connected not only by
geography but also by socioeconomic, administrative, and political
processes. In doing so, the programmatic choice was to target
transnational linkages among countries and communities as they
became more integrated into a region.

In this respect, LAB differed from regional programs of other
international foundations and development agencies, which typically
display an aggregated system of parallel country programs connected
by some facilitated exchange of skills and expertise. Proximity and
logistical necessities most often delineate the scope of these programs,
but other considerations may also play a role. For instance, the World
Health Organization’s South-East Asia Region Office (SEARO) and
Western Pacific Region Office (WEPRO) disregard generally accepted
geographic definitions because of inconsistently applied and politically
tainted criteria set as far back as 1948 (WHO-SEARO 2015). The result
is that the GMS countries, despite their being part of the Association
of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), fall into two different regions
as far as the World Health Organization is concerned. Moreover,
regional programming does not always imply total coverage of the
demarcated “region.” In some cases it may barely concern a couple of
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countries, such as Indonesia and Myanmar for the Soros Foundation’s
Southeast Asia program area, or just a few scattered project localities.
In these cases, the “region” is more an instrumental construct for
“landing” or “grouping” thematic work rather than a critical factor
shaping programming, as in LAB’s case.

Similarly, some “international” programs de facto only apply to a
limited number of countries across the globe selected by donors
according to a variety of historical, ideological, geopolitical, or
analytical reasons, or simply because of funding opportunities. An
example is the international program of the Toyota Foundation, which
includes Indonesia, Philippines, Thailand, and Vietnam based on their
being close to the home country, Japan, and having achieved a certain
economiclevel (Toyota Foundation 2015). Most often the “international”
label refers to theme-driven programs that fund selected countries in
more than one continent, like the Packard Foundation focusing its
reproductive health program in designated locations in the US, sub-
Saharan Africa, and Asia (i.e., India, Pakistan,and Myanmar) (Packard,
2015). This reduction is justified by pragmatic reasons to avoid
stretching limited financial and human resources too thin and to
ensure sufficient concentration of context-relevant expertise.

Such partial interpretations of “place” in international grantmaking
have become even more limited in the last decade with the advent of
the technocratic philanthropists. Their rebranded “global” programs,
grounded in Thomas Friedman’s view of the world as “flat,” fail to
recognize “glocalization,” or the uniqueness of the interaction of the
local and the global, which renders development needs and solutions
distinctive and place-bound. In the words of a philanthropy expert,

geography and context are de-emphasized. An eftect of this is to work
globally, but without regard to differences or nuances of place,
language, history, politics, or governance. (Feinstein 2012, 91)

This “universality” harks back to the top-down approaches of the
1950s and 1960s, even though they were long criticized for being
ineffective and unsustainable. Now, as then, solutions thought up “at
the center” are considered applicable anywhere in the world:
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It is as though they were saying, “The developed world will find the
solutions for the developing world (whether new vaccines, new seeds,
new forms of credit instruments, or better democratic governance
structures); these then need only be implemented locally and scaled
up.” This attitude thus flies in the face of 60-plus years of hard-learned
lessons by development practitioners which show that context, culture,
and locally “owned” solutions do indeed matter, and that without
taking them into account, the best-intentioned technical innovations
or trendiest newideas can be doomed in practice in the field. (Feinstein
2012, 92)

The grant giver, with the input of selected advisers, comes to feel
once againin charge of steering development processes. Prioritization
of global problems and their responses has been (re)centralized at
headquarters and “global” initiatives defined by the leadership are
passed down through the increasingly bureaucratic layers of thematic
directors and group teams for execution by selected recipients and
their subrecipients. Field offices have had to relinquish their function
(Feinstein 2012, 91) and when not shut down (as in the recent cases of
the Vietnam office of the Ford Foundation and IDRC’s” Southeast and
East Asia Office in Singapore), they have been reduced to logistical
support units with little autonomy (as in the case of the Rockefeller
Foundation’s Southeast Asia Regional Office in Bangkok). Most
seriously, local grantees have lost their “ownership.” As I noted in a
short article a few years ago,

grant-making strategies are no longer intended as synergic umbrellas,
buthave become detailed initiative plans with set activities, inputs, and
outcomes allocating fixed roles to the grantees. In the process local
aspirations, knowledge, and capacity are overlooked, and the grantee
is reduced from initiator of social action to a commissioned
implementer. (Sciortino 2013)

7. The Canadian IDRC is not a private foundation, being supported with
parliamentary allocations, but its grantmaking practices are similar to those of
American foundations and are affected by the same trends.
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Other than donors directly approaching preferred institutions to
execute their “global” initiatives, the modus operandi of choice is
through “requests for proposals.” Potential grantees, now renamed
“clients” (of the philanthropic industry), are no longer expected to
define their more pressing local problems and contribute to context-
specific solutions but are expected to propose interventions that
address shared “grand challenges”—in the Bill and Melinda Gates
Foundation’s (2013) language—as prioritized and framed by donors
for the entire world.

Interestingly, this style of grantmaking, which claims to respond to
the demands of globalization, neglects interconnectivity and the
processes of interaction and integration that are at globalization’s very
core. The segmented choice of locations ignores intra- and intercountry
linkages. Rarely is there a focus on transnational phenomena and flows,
and when there is, it is far from comprehensive. As such it could hardly
be more diverse than LAB, which addressed transboundary trends as
embedded in a particular regional setting—the GMS—and articulated
them as an expression of the interface of the global with the local.

A SOCIOCULTURAL, NOT ATECHNOCRATIC AND
MARKET-ORIENTED, APPROACH TO DEVELOPMENT

In aiming to contribute to more equitable development in the GMS,
LAB proposed a sociocultural approach as an alternative (or at the
very least as a complement) to the market- and infrastructure-driven
modelimplemented by the GMS governments with the support of the
ADB and other international partners.

Aspreviously mentioned, the GMS Economic Cooperation Program
was set up to link and harmonize less-developed economies with more
dynamic ones in the grouping through financial and infrastructural
integration in order to spur economic growth. More particularly, it
aimed to improve competitiveness through regionalization of markets,
production processes, and value chains and by facilitating the
movements of goods, investment, and labor across borders. In order to
do so, connectivity enhancement was prioritized through the building
of a transnational infrastructure network of “economic corridors” that
would link transport systems, power grids, and markets and make the
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GMS a vital gateway between China, India, and the other ASEAN
countries (Sciortino et al. 2006). A large amount of resources was
allocated to infrastructural development, with technocratic projects
also funded in selected strategic sectors such as energy, telecommuni-
cations, trade, investment, tourism, and agriculture.

The GMS model of regional cooperation, favoring the “hard” side of
development in pursuing economic regeneration, was (and still is)
common to international banks and financing institutions endorsing a
neoliberal market ideology. While being mainstream, this growth-
centric outlook was not without its critics. In 1990, the UNDP launched
the Human Development Index to emphasize that development not
only could be conceived as economic and infrastructural progress but
alsoneeded to emphasize improvementsin human well-being (especially
in health and education). Foundations working internationally were
enthusiastic, too, in adopting the notion of sustainable development as
a systemic, long-term, and multifaceted approach to improve quality of
life in society, particularly for the more disadvantaged (Thompson 2007,
para.3).

Many grantmaking foundations around the world have embraced this
[sustainable development] notion and have invested millions of dollars
... in a large number of projects. And there have been some notable
achievements in the field of empowerment of communities, self-
organization, consciousness-raising, increasing self-esteem and
strengthening of culturalidentity, all of which are essential as a starting
point for moving forward—the so-called “soft” side of development.
(Thompson 2007, para. 4)

LAB too subscribed to this counterdiscourse in the realization that
poverty is multidimensional and that more than economic
interventions or faith in the “invisible hand” of the market were
required to effectively tackle inequity, marginalization, and social
injustice. LAB further stressed that the social, environmental, or
cultural impact of regional integration needed urgent attention. Just
to give an example, the rapid expansion of the road network, besides
enabling greater economic reach, also facilitated transnational crime
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(like drug and human trafficking), the spread of infectious diseases,
and encroachment of protected natural resources, and it caused
disruption to the lives of previously isolated ethnic communities.
Reflective of the core values of humanistic philanthropy, to address
these multiple repercussions, LAB proposed a broader vision of
development as a systemic sociocultural and political transformation
process, and invested in building the necessary capacities and
institutional mechanisms to realize it. Grantmaking supported the
fostering of multidisciplinary knowledge and skills, the creation of
multistakeholder venues and networks—inclusive of activists and
public intellectuals so often ignored in regional policy debates—and
the formation of regional governance systems and social movements
to advocate for policy change and bring to public attention neglected,
yet pressing, social development issues.

An example is LAB’s contribution to the control of cross-border
transmission of diseases. While today public health emergencies of
international concern are common, at the time global preoccupation
was limited to HIV/AIDS, with attention for more traditional infectious
diseases, such as tuberculosis and malaria, concentrated in particular
locations. Yet, in interaction with experts and practitioners on the
ground, staff of the Rockefeller Foundation® were quick to identify the
challenge posed by new and reemerging infectious diseases for
Southeast Asia and Eastern and Southern Africa. Overcoming
headquarters’ initial resistance to localized initiatives in health, LAB
devised the Cross-Border Health (CBH) initiative to establish in the
GMS a transnational surveillance system from the community up in
anticipation that this region would become a hotspot because of its
rapid market integration and the increasing density and mobility of its
human and animal populations. Grants were given for three main
purposes: One was to optimize institutional capacity for disease
surveillance and promoting cross-border collaboration. A second
purpose was to foster critical perspectives on neglected health issues

8. 'The initiator of programming in disease surveillance was Sarah McFarlane,
and afterbeingintegrated ather departure into LAB at my initiative, it was eventually
entrusted to Katherine Bond.
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related to regionalization, market integration, trade, and the growth
of the livestock industry and to advocate for pro-poor risk reduction
and coping strategies. Third, grants were used to build bridges among
nongovernmental organizations, civil society groups, academic
institutions, and the medical, veterinary, and social science disciplines.

CBH’s centerpiece was the establishment of the Mekong Basin
Disease Surveillance, a collaborative disease-control initiative launched
by the GMS governments in 2000, and therefore in time to play an
important role in the control of the SARS outbreak in late 2002 and the
avian influenza (HSN1) outbreak in 2003 (Rockefeller Foundation
2008). One important outcome was that trust was built among
government officials of different countries through regular interaction,
as the collaboration allowed for the sharing of information across
borders and beyond political barriers—a qualitative element that proved
crucial in enabling joint control of epidemics and that would not have
been considered a “deliverable” in a technocratic or market-oriented
approach. This and other lessons resonate these days with the Ebola
virus reminding the world of the risk of regional outbreaks becoming
global epidemics if not promptly and comprehensively tackled.

Gradually, activities funded under CBH and LAB’s other
components succeeded in drawing attention to hitherto neglected
consequences of regionalization. The social change agenda that was
being set did not go unnoticed, and even the ADB began investing,
albeit at a limited level, in some of the “soft sides” of development,
adding to its priority projects also human resources, health, migration
and trafficking, and the environment. Oddly, it was precisely at that
point that the Rockefeller Foundation halted LAB, havingjumped on
the bandwagon of technocratic philanthropy and having decided to
redirect its resources toward market-oriented “innovations.”

The then-emerging philanthropic trend entailed, in fact, not only
the decontextualization of grantmaking practices, as discussed above,
but also a return to the positivist style typical of the 1950s and 1960s,
which it should be noted had been criticized in the 1990s for its
reductionism. In this paradigm, development is conceived of as “a
process of overcoming ignorance and a deficit of technical knowledge,”
(Pratt et al. 2012, 12) rather than as structural sociopolitical and
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cultural change. Consequently, grantmaking aims at the discovery
and application of “magic bullets” that, if combined with adequate
joint investment from foundations and the corporate sector, will
deliver “value for money” and solve development problems without
requiring holistic or critical approaches. So, for instance, universal
health coverage has recently been heralded by major foundations as a
panacea to address health inequity. No need is felt to understand the
sociopolitical root causes of inequity, let alone to challenge them, in
spite of evidence that in itself universal health coverage is insufficient
and that inequities could persist or even widen depending on the
model of coverage applied (see Rodney and Hill 2014). As one recent
review of private foundations in international aid puts it,

[it seems that] foundations and other “philanthrocapitalists”are focused
on finding technical solutions to clearly identified problems. ... Many
of the aims of more technical programmes cannot be faulted; who
would not want to see a vaccine for malaria or an improved treatment
for HIV/AIDS patients? They fill a gap which is clearly there, and a
results-based, entrepreneurial focus can help to promote innovation
and effective programmes, not dragged down by old bureaucracies. ...
However, this perceived preference for technical and vertical solutions
hasled to an over-reliance on somewhat one-dimensional solutions. We
have seen a return to projects merely providing equipment or
technology, e.g. vaccinations, new water systems or bed nets. ... This
“techno-fix” investment [is at odds with]....amore participatory, socially
embedded approach to development marked by empowerment,
ownership, capacity building and sustainability. (Pratt et al. 2012, 11)

More strongly, a scathing essay with the provoking title “The Death of
International Development” criticizes “development technocrats” as
follows:

[The apolitical view of poverty as a natural phenomenon] lends itself
to technocraticinterventionsled by “experts” in development “science™
take MIT’s Poverty Action Lab, for example, or Jeftrey Sachs’ now-
discredited “millennium villages”. On a more popular level this
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approach manifests as quick-fix fads like merry-go-round water pumps,
deworming campaigns, microfinance and laptops for children—
projects that studiously avoid thinking about the political context of
impoverishment. This is the stuff of TED talks, and donors love it. It
allows people to feel they are fixing the problem of poverty without
ever having to confront power, challenge the tenets of the prevailing
economic order, or question their own position within the global class
system. (Hickel 2015, para. 11)

It is not surprising then that in technocratic philanthropy, civil
society is no longer seen as a primary partner, and when it is, NGOs
are expected to operate according to “entrepreneurial” principles in
seeking “innovations” and “technological fixes.” Public-private
partnerships and working with the private sector are the preferred
modalities. Despite growing doubts about the private sector’s claims
of dynamism, efficiency, and accountability (Simms and Reid 2013),
among foundations there persists the strong belief that “market-driven
solutions carried out by private institutions can eliminate the scourges
of disease, poverty, and inequity” (Feinstein 2012, 89). A poignant case
is arecent call for proposals from IDRC and Canada’s Department of
Foreign Affairs, Trade, and Development for projects that aim at
developing, testing, and applying ways to scale up food security and
nutrition innovations, which includes as a condition that “at least one
of the key implementing partners must be a private sector organization
(private company, business-focused NGO, investment organization,
etc.)” (IDRC 2015). Neither the call for proposals nor such criteria
would have been thinkable a few years before, when humanistic
philanthropy still dominated the discourse—including at IDRC.

ENGAGED SOCIAL SCIENCE AND ACADEMIC ACTIVISM

The advent of technocratic philanthropy has also affected the
prioritization of disciplinary support. In the 1990s and early 2000s, at
the height of humanistic philanthropy, foundations’ appreciation of
sociocultural processes was reflected in generous giving for social
sciences, and “overseas, funding for arts and culture experienced
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dramatic growth” (Renz and Samson-Atienza 1997, 3). These days we
are witnessing a marked increase in funding for “hard science” and the
development of “technical” fields and of commodifiable, market-
driven knowledge, while funding for the so-called soft fields is being
reduced if not stopped altogether (Feinstein 2012, 95).

The shiftis particularly significant since it departs from the historical
line of philanthropy, especially insofar as the oldest American
foundations are concerned. Although philanthropic efforts have
contributed to all kinds of basic sciences, they have played a very
significant role in building up humanities and social studies, considered
crucial to understanding and addressing societal problems; such efforts
often compensate for alack of governmental and private- sector funding
in these fields. Since early in the last century, in the United States
funding for social research, education, and institutional building
(including the establishment of the Social Science Research Council)
has come from the likes of the Rockefeller Foundation, the Carnegie
Endowment, and later the Ford Foundation. These three foundations
and other smaller American and European foundations also contributed
in the past fifty years to the growth of area studies and the
internationalization of social sciences. All over the world, grants
supported social science research, bachelor’s, master’s, and doctoral
fellowships, academic courses, and publications as well as institutional
capacity building. They also made governments aware of the importance
of the social sciences in governance and policy processes (Beals 2009).

In line with this tradition and with the philanthropic paradigm
dominant at the time, LAB subscribed to the notion that policy and
interventions had to be grounded in the understanding of social
transformations occurring in the GMS. Knowledge building and
knowledge transfer were fundamental to the entire approach and were
realized in four main modes.

First, LAB funded collaborative research efforts among GMS
institutions to investigate the interconnectivity of regional phenomena
and take a critical look at regional development. Outputs include the
seminal book Social Challenges in the Mekong Region (Mingsarn and
Dore 2003) and the publication series “Flying with the Dragon” of the
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Greater Mekong Research Network,” which examined the
opportunities and challenges posed by the greater integration of GMS
countries with China with regard to trade, investment, agriculture,
industry, and tourism.

Second, LAB emphasized knowledge exchange and dissemination
to create greater public awareness of regional processes, to set a
transformative agenda, and to give voice to disadvantaged communities.
Grants supported multistakeholder forums, policy briefings,
interpretation services, and production, translation, and dissemination
of books, newsletters, and audiovisual material on relevant issues. News
media were also encouraged to investigate and critically report on
regional trends. The “Imagining Our Mekong” Media Fellowship
Program supported GMS journalists and photographers to write
teatures and produce photo-essays on pressing transboundary issues,
which were later disseminated through various media outlets and a
series of publications in English and local languages."

Support for the arts also contributed to raising awareness, enabling
the use of “the creative space for learning, artistic expression, social
advocacy, and engaging the public to tackle social issues confronting
the region” (PETA 2015, para. 3). Performing arts and theater
communities through the Mekong Partnership Project (PETA 2015)
and visual arts faculties through the Mekong Art and Culture Project
(Asiart Archive 2012) were supported to collectively explore
development and identity concerns and reflect on them through their
art. The resulting performances and exhibits were brought to a variety
of audiences, helping to broaden their understanding of ongoing
changes in the GMS.

Third, LAB supported the establishment and strengthening of
institutional networks and other mechanisms thatallowed comparison
of country experiences, discussion of regional trends, and planning of
joint evidence-based action. For instance, the Hanoi-based Vietnam
Museum of Ethnography linked up with similar institutions in Laos,

9. Bothjointresearch projectsinvolved intellectuals, government representatives,
and activists and were led by the Social Research Institute of Chiang Mai University.
10. The fellowship was led by Inter Press Service Asia and Probe Foundation.
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Myanmar, and Thailand to exchange information and artifacts for
collective exhibits on issues of shared interest that may not otherwise
be easily addressed because of political sensitivities such as ethnic
diversity, the sociocultural impact of road construction, and
environmental transformations along the Mekong River. In the field
of migration, LAB supported the establishment of the Mekong
Migrant Network (MMN 2015), which brought together research and
advocacy organizations to examine migration patterns in the GMS for
collective transnational advocacy of migrants’ rights and action to
protect them. More generally, the Development Analysis Network,
consisting of economic research institutions in Cambodia, Laos,
Thailand, and Vietnam, studied market integration processes and
their ramifications for vulnerable countries and populations in order
to inform more equitable policies.

Fourth, LAB had a strong focus on individual and institutional
capacity building. Capacity was builtin established disciplines relevant
to the strategy in countries with weaker education systems through a
mentoring system using institutions in neighboring countries. Cross-
border scholarships and technical know-how in course production and
teaching methods were funded. The program strengthened, among
others, agriculture teaching programs in key universities and colleges
in Laos and Cambodia by providing fellowships for their faculty
members to study at Thai academic institutions. Public-health master’s
programs were also established in Laos and Cambodia—a firstin both
countries—with the assistance of Thai and Vietnamese institutions. In
the arts and humanities, Silpakorn University in Thailand and the Hue
University College of Arts in Vietnam launched an exchange program
for their students and staff.

These disciplinary efforts were complemented by multidisciplinary
ones through the support of training programs that specifically
addressed regional issues from a variety of disciplines. Examples of
regional programs that contributed to create a broader understanding
of the socioeconomic, environmental, and cultural diversity of the
region are the “Weaving the Mekong into Southeast Asia Studies”
fellowship program managed by Chulalongkorn University (SEA-
Chula2014) and the bachelor’s, master’s, and doctoral programs offered
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by the Regional Center for Social Science and Sustainable Development
(RCSD) of Chiang Mai University, with joint Ford Foundation,
Rockefeller Foundation, and Heinrich B6ll Foundation support.

RCSD was also funded to undertake the Program for Knowledge
and Educational Enhancement in the Mekong Region, which granted
visiting scholar and research fellowships to both academics and
activists and helped create a pool of public intellectuals from the
region (RCSD 2015). Support for RCSD also extended to seminars,
publications, and social media that disseminated analysis of
development challenges and possible solutions and that built the
evidence base forjointadvocacy effortsin the interests of disadvantaged
groups. Collaborations were also established with the National
University of Laos and the Royal University of Phnom Penh in
Cambodia to establish masters programs in international development
studies with a focus on sustainability, poverty alleviation, and regional
development in the GMS. Through these many activities, RCSD
developed into a center of academic activism that linked graduate
training and research to development advocacy, policy, and practice.
Under the visionaryleadership of its director, Chayan Vaddhanaphuti,
RCSD succeeded in shaping a community of engaged development
specialists capable of analyzing, contextualizing, and synthesizing
regional development challenges and proposing policies and
interventions for a more equitable and sustainable region.

Academic activism, engaged and critical social sciences and arts,
and capacity building oflocal academics, practitioners, and institutions
were all elements of a grantmaking strategy that challenged the status
quo and aimed to contribute to social change by understanding and
addressing the complexity of unfolding development processes. On
the other hand, these approaches are unsuitable to technocratic
approaches wary of complexity and the “immensurable.” In their
search for order, the “new” foundations—and the “old” foundations
that are following in their footsteps—are looking for the best scientists
to provide, in the shortest possible time, technical solutions that will
“yield the best metrics” for the entire world (Feinstein 2012, 92).
Oblivious to concerns about “academic imperialism,” they prefer to
fund well-resourced institutes in Western countries touted as centers
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of excellence. When not acting as implementers, these privileged
institutes act as intermediaries, distributing funding to subgrantee
institutions in developing countries. In the hierarchical division of
labor that thus arises, research formulation and analysis is the
prerogative of the “center” while collection of data can be delegated—
under supervision—to local researchers in the periphery.

The high quality of output and related outcomes resulting from
LAB and many other grantmaking strategies of a humanistic brand
dispels concerns that funding local institutes and building capacity
means foregoing achievements of a high standard. Direct investments
have also proven sustainable, and in spite of reduced resources, the
institutions and networks established or strengthened with LAB
funding, including those previously mentioned, have remained
committed and active to this day, as have the students, lecturers, and
journalists who have benefited from scholarship programs and have
come to constitute a pool of critical expertise on regional issues.

Yet among today’s technocratic-oriented foundations there seems
to be no appreciation for such results, in spite of their declared faith in
“evidence.” They show little interest in directly funding research
institutes in less-developed countries, with the possible exception of
leading institutions most often located in capital cities. Nor do they
view as their mandate building such institutions and expertise if they
are lacking in situ. They also do not seem concerned, in contrast to
LAB, with supporting the strengthening of alocally-owned scholarship,
valued by many southern-hemisphere scientists. As Santos writes,

it should be clear that we are not calling for a wholesale rejection of . ..
Western research and technology. We are rather calling for more
balancing with and respect for Southern perspectives, so that the
synthesis becomes truly universal or internationalist—"“the best that
has been created by humanity.” For this to happen, there is a need first
for Southern academic or intellectual work to achieve true parity, to
restore equality and mutual respect vis-a-vis Western academic or
intellectual dominance. This too is a challenge to Asian public
intellectuals in particular. (Santos Jr. 2012, 57)
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LAB, with its support for local academic knowledge and a locally
owned scholarship for the GMS, tested the power relations in science
as it had contested the power relations at play in the process of
regionalization. Paraphrasing the terminology of “academic activism”
used to describe the type of efforts it funded, LAB could be described
as a form of “grantmaking activism.” Or it could be defined as “social-
justice philanthropy,” a specific brand of humanistic philanthropy that
“identifies who benefit (or not) and how” from development, “requires
the input of those who stand to gain orlose the most from grantmaking:
the grantees and the communities they serve,” and shows “a commitment
to evidence-based strategy [that does not] ignore the tangible, positive
impact—and often the necessity—of influencing public policy” (Jagpal
and Laskowski 2000, 1). In this framework, LAB investment in
knowledge-making was for emancipatory purposes within the dialogue
and praxis of social justice beyond the seeking of technical and
entrepreneurial solutions privileged by technocratic philanthropy.

CONCLUSION

Recent literature concludes that humanistic and technocratic
philanthropy should not be seen as a dichotomy and that the debate
should be reframed with a shift “from an ‘either/or’ to a ‘both/and’
perspective” (Connolly 20113, 135; see also Connolly 2011b). Along with
arecommendation for more mutual respect, there is a call to integrate
the most strategic elements of each paradigm into a hybrid model:

Asamore technocratic approach to philanthropy has emerged over the
pastis years, ithas been seen as the opposite of humanistic philanthropy.
Rather than a dichotomy, these approaches are on a continuum. The
best tools from each approach can and should be brought to bear,
including the well-thought out and disciplined strategies and results
orientation of technocrats and the values base, intuition, responsiveness,
and flexibility of the humanists. (Connolly 2011a,120)"!

11. Some of this characterization needs to be contested as “rational” qualities
such as “well-thought out and disciplined strategies” are also common to humanistic
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While appealing from a normative perspective, this win-win
situation that would take advantage of the “dynamic energy” between
the humanistic and the technocratic approaches to philanthropy may
prove an unrealizable utopia. As the case of LAB shows, the
paradigmatic tensions are significant and real, and, what is more, they
translate into diverse funding priorities and approaches. As resources
are always finite, the impact is great when it comes to decisions on what
gets funded and what doesn’t. Moreover, it may be difficult or even
impossible to selectively blend specific elements since, as this review
shows, they are tied together by different conceptualizations of the
functionsand aims of grantmaking as well as by different socioeconomic
and political perspectives of development and development processes.

Contraryto the syncretic view, this article argues that the emergence
of the technocratic approach has had devastating consequences for
humanistic and, especially, social-justice approaches. As a case in
point, LAB could not survive as the institutional conditions changed
radically under the transition and the directed shift in paradigms and
derived practices from humanistic to technocratic philanthropy. It
speaks volumes that a recent Rockefeller Foundation book of its work
in Thailand fails to showcase LAB, its Thai partner organizations, and
the wide impact of the projects (Rockefeller Foundation 2013).
Consequently, for similar approaches to emerge again, another
paradigm shift will have to occur. This is not unthinkable considering
the history of alternating paradigms in philanthropy and the increasing
criticisms that are being raised against technocratic philanthropy (as
many of the quotations in this article also indicate).

Moreover, while in the current climate LAB’s model of social-
justice philanthropy may not be in vogue, this does not imply that it
has become irrelevant. On the contrary, with the acceleration of
economic integration brought about by the impending launch of the
ASEAN Economic Community in 2015, questions of equity and
holistic development are even more pressing in the region. It testifies
to the value of LAB that, as said before, its partners are continuing

philanthropy. Here the quote is merely used for the purpose of illustrating the
emerging call for integration of the two approaches.
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their work, even if with reduced funding, and that a few donors have
followed suit with regional programs in the GMS. Foremost, USAID
launched in 2009 the Lower Mekong Initiative to promote “greater
cooperation in the Mekong sub-region” in “shared responses to the
most pressing cross-border development challenges” (USAID 2015),
some of which, like those in health and agriculture, are the same as
those anticipated by LAB. Still, the need remains for greater support
as the issues will only become more complex as integration proceeds,
and critical voices and transformative interventions are not necessarily
accommodated by the new programs. Beyond the GMS, a LAB-like
grantmaking approach is also very much needed, as the global
community is faced with a widening income gap (Elliot and Pilkington
2015), increasing ethnic and religious tensions, poorly governed
migration, and transnational spreading of diseases, just to name a few
of the cross-boundary issues LAB raised ahead of their time and
requiring urgent attention today.

From this perspective, it can only be wished that the pendulum does
swing back and that more humanistic and social-justice approaches
emerge. May this chapter extend the activism that LAB showed to the
field of philanthropy itself and serve to question some of the dominant
philanthropic practices and assumptions, and, ultimately, help us
reflect on “who is benefiting (and who is not) and how” from these as
aninitial step in advocating for a paradigmatic renewal (or some might
say a return to an older paradigm) in philanthropy.
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