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Westerners’ Involvement in Projects in Africa:  

Hindrance, Help or Necessity? 
Dr Jim Harries, Author of Theory to Practice in Vulnerable Mission: An Academic Appraisal and 
Vulnerable Mission, Chairman to the Alliance for Vulnerable Mission (www.vulnerablemission.org) and 
cross-cultural Missionary in East Africa 

 

 
“If you (the white man) weren’t here, 

it might have proved possible for this programme to be supported locally,  
but because you are with us, that is impossible”. 

 
 
Introduction 

 

The above comment was made to me by an African colleague in Western Kenya a few 

months ago. It is a comment that confirmed what I had already been suspecting was 

happening. I have been trying since then to think how I could articulate the implications of 

that comment to friends and colleagues in ‘donor countries’. 

 

Money from the West 

The part of Africa I live in is very used to receiving donor funds from the West. Western 

donors and would-be-donors are frequent visitors. Such visitors are often struck by the local 

poverty. They try to do something about it and many choose to work through the church. 

The primary means Westerners use in their attempt to resolve issues of poverty in Africa is 

money. Amongst the reasons for the dominance of this means is that local people have 

become accustomed to presenting their problems in such a way that money would seem to 

be the solution. Being presented with the solution to a problem which simply needs their 

finance is also preferred by Westerners who do not want their lives to be inconvenienced. 

Money can these days easily be transported internationally whereas the results of personal 

involvement are prone to being ‘messy’. Money-solutions do not inconvenience or interfere in 

unpleasant ways with the routine lives of Western donors concerned. 

 

The Effects of Outside Funding 

Such financial reductionism unfortunately has side-effects. One of these is what I may call 

‘the occlusion of intelligence’. If what is needed from the West is money, this implies that the 

foundational difference between the West and Africa is the availability of money. Outside 

provision of that money, while it may compensate for its absence, is likely to occlude the 

perhaps more important and detailed question of why money is not available locally in the 

first place.  

The provision of money from outside can easily prevent the development of an alternative 

local-source. Such outside provision has the effect of closing the eyes, ears and even ‘minds’ 

of donors and would-be donors. This closing of the senses and minds occurs as a result of 

the widespread primary priority of money. Put another way, whereas any other service 
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offered is of a particular nature, money as a product can be used in a variety of ways. 

Therefore, people on the whole will prefer the freedom implicit in the receipt of money in 

preference to a service given in lieu of money. This prioritisation of money supply acts to 

exclude other alternative activities by Westerners from the scene in the poor world. This 

means that those who the poor aspire to imitate (i.e. Westerners) withdraw and are rendered 

invisible, and in turn donors become ignorant of that to which they are contributing. 

 

De-skilling and Dependency 

It should be clear that one effect of the above is de-skilling. That is; a de-skilling of donor 

peoples (the West) because they become ignorant of contexts other than their own. In 

addition, it brings a deskilling of recipient communities, who learn to depend on outside 

sources of credit instead of developing their own. 

Another effect of this practice is that funds coming from Western sources makes it 

increasingly difficult (or very nearly impossible) for local people in much of Africa, and 

presumably other parts of the majority world, to conceive of a Western man being other than 

a generous donor to whatever project they are involved in. In turn, as a result no African in 

their right mind will contribute significant quantities of their own finance to a project in which a 

Westerner is involved.   

The fact that local people will not contribute to such a foreign-funded project means that 

foreign initiated/funded projects will remain dependent on foreign funds. Because 

dependence on foreign funds leaves a project impervious to local critique, the potential for 

such projects to adjust to local conditions is minimal. 

People’s interest in a foreigner will be for his or her money. Whatever additional wisdom or 

insights a foreigner has will be largely irrelevant to the success or otherwise of their project.  

Locals won’t tell a foreigner where a project might be going wrong if this may result in a cut in 

funds. As foreigners’ ramblings become less and less in tune with the local context, as a 

result of their being excluded from the arena of implementation, so the value of their wisdom 

in relation to the project will continue to fall. This will result in it being even more in local 

people’s interests to make the case that money alone is the appropriate solution to all their 

problems. We have come full circle. 

I am afraid that the above insights do disqualify a lot of the initiatives for the poor world that 

sometimes acquire great acclaim. Almost any wisdom, innovation, technology etc. will be 

said to be desperately needed in Africa, as long it comes with money or the prospect of 

making money. 

 

The Challenge of Local Income-generation and Sustainability 

Some who consider their intervention into Africa to be particularly valuable see the raising of 

local finance as a means to its ongoing sustainability. Therefore, some Westerners try to 

incorporate an income-generating component into their African project (whatever it is) in an 

attempt to ensure its continuity even should donor funds fail.  What these people regularly 

forget is that in the absence of a mechanism that obliges the local people concerned to use 
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income that is generated for the project, that in the opinion of the Westerner deserves it, 

locals may have other ideas as to where or on what such income is best spent. As a result 

attaching an ‘income generating’ piece to a project is a far cry from an assurance of project 

sustainability. 

 

Transformative Change without Subsidy 

Sustainable changes in lifestyle do not arise primarily from the use of targeted subsidies, but 

from changes in people’s hearts and minds. This is because people will invariably attempt to 

use their hearts and minds in making decisions on how to allocate available resources. 

Unfortunately, an approach to a people that includes financial contributions often does not 

enable a donor to engage in a close learning of the context that would enable understanding 

of the kind of mind-changes needed, and even less on how to achieve them. Because of the 

kinds of distortion mentioned above, sustainable changes in people’s hearts and minds are 

best achieved by interventions that avoid the use of outside subsidy.  

The tendency for Westerners to bring subsidies for their activities of whatever nature that 

they engage in Africa is, unfortunately, by some of the means mentioned in this short article, 

a major cause for the failure of their projects. Subsidy is, therefore, an impediment to the 

adoption (or indeed adaption) of many excellent ideas and processes that could have been 

of benefit to the poor world. 

As a resolution to this, and related difficulties, the Alliance for Vulnerable Mission advocates 

that some Western missionaries and development workers rely on local funds in the 

engaging of their ministries. 

 

Notes 

[1] I refer to imitation in the positive sense – presumably imitation of those who have achieved ‘development’ is an 

important means by which people in the poor world can aspire to acquire it. Imitation depends on the visibility 

(typically the presence) of those who are to be imitated. The case that I here make is rooted in a certain 

understanding of linguistics and epistemology, for details of which see articles listed at:- 

http://www.jim-mission.org.uk/articles/index.html 
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