
THE BEANBAG 
In this article, rcpn‘nted in part from the July issue 
of World Politics, John D. hfont,oomery describes 
some of the cultirral handicaps tliat beset American 
technicians on ovcrscas assignments. The author is 
Director of the Center’ for Deoelopnient Research 
and Training, African Studies Program, at Boston 
Unioersity. 

Ttvo principal esplanations are given for failure in 
communicating technical knowledge across frontiers: 
pcrsonal factors i n  “overseasmanship,” involving dif- 
fercnccs in individual ability, articulateness, person- 
ality characteristics, and character traits; and ~112-  

t t r r d  juclors, \vhich may be encountered by techni- 
cians ;is a group sharing the same assumptions about 
human nature, representing the same value system, 
and employing similar technical approaches. The 
first group of obstacles is a matter for the psychol- 
ogists and recruitment officers to deal with, and has 
alre:idy received some sophisticated attention. But 
the cultural factors that inhibit or reduce technical 
comniunication are still little understood. They affect 
those who sunive personality screening and they 
must be dealt Ivith in the training process. This sug- 
gcsts tliat tlie traditional preoccupation \vith cultural 
peculiarities of the society that is playing host to our 
technicians ma!’ not be enough. Perhaps an equally 
fruitful source of understanding n.ould come from 
esamining our oivn cultural peculiarities as factors 
in the process of inducing change. 

,her ican failures in technical assistance involve 
t\vo qpes of erroneous cultural assumptions: those 
induced by blindness to our own national cultural 
idiosjncrasies, and those induced by the uncritical 
transfcr of assumptions from one set of personal es- 
periences in technical assistance to another setting. 
The first might be characterized as the notion that 
all people are like us; the second, by the hypotliesis 
tliat al l  other people are alike because, or at least 
insofar as, they are not like us. For purposes of this 
discussion I shall refer to them respectively as “na- 
tional” and “transfer” cultural errors. 

Cultural rigidties on our part-the “national” 
errors-are an esact parallel to the doubts, apathies, 
and suspicions that we so often observe as peculiar- 
ities in the receiving cultures. In fact, the limitations 
on our own self-perception have made others seem 
even more peculiar than they really are. 

Tliese self-limiting cultural factors I sometimes 
call tlie ‘%beanbag syndrome” because of an esperi- 
ence that my wife and I shared in Saigon. The Amer- 
ican IVomen’s Association there, over 250 strong, 
engaged in a number of charitable activities on their 

SYNDROME 
own initiative. They were especially attentive to 
orphanages and hospitals. One of their benevolences 
was an elaborate project for the hand artisans among 
the American wives: to make some 300 cloth dolls 
vaguely resembling cats, filled with beans. (The cul- 
ture-sensitive American women did not want to of- 
fend the Vietnamese by using rice, a much cheaper 
commodity but one in somewhat short supply as 
food.) These were presented to orphanages for use 
as Christmas gift&, with the understanding that any 
surplus could be sold in a self-help fund-raising 
scheme. Tours of inspection during the ensuing 
weeks revealed that while none of the beanbags had 
entered the Saigon marketplace, neither had any 
reached the hands of the Vietnamese orphans. Upon 
inquj .  it developed that the dolls, each the product 
of several hours of painstaking work, had been slit 
open and the beans removed, cooked, and eaten, 
lvhile the decorated cloth was either discarded or 
used to make rather small and odd-looking hand- 
bags. The project was not, in short, an economic suc- 
cess: the generous clubwomen had been looking at 
Vietnamese orphans, but seeing American children. 

The three main features of the miniature self-help 
operation present an object lesson about American 
foreign aid. First, it was undertaken from the purest 
of moti\m, and with no hope of personal gain. Sec- 
ond, an undoubted benefit resulted ( i f  a meal of 
beans can be thus defined). Third, the inefficiency 
of the relationship behveen intentions and results 
suggests that the effort involved might have been 
better applied in some other fashion. 

Esamples of the “beanbag syndrome” in technical 
assistance are provided by countless stories of mis- 
used or undcnised tools: the laundress in Indo-China 
nvho was given an ironing board so she would no 
longer squat on the floor to do her ironing, and who 
after repeated urgings by her mistress to “use it” was 
discovered squatting on it precariously as she per- 
formed her task; or the sawing off of the long-han- 
dled hoes given to Egyptian farmers to replace the 
fa:, the traditional short-handled wooden implements 
used in the back-breaking posture familiar to travel- 
ers in the Near East; or the discarding of unfamiliar 
food from the CARE packages in Bolivia so that the 
cans at least could be used in cooking. Scores of 
such examples have been reported as evidence of a 
failure in transmission. They have been used in the 
popular literature to discredit the entire foreign aid 
process. They are illustrations of the “beanbag” 
effect in its simplest, most obvious form. They are 
typical of many g& offered by the United States in 
the form in which they have been useful to us. 

The “beanbag syndrome,” long observed in the 
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physical aspects of technical assistance, can also be 
identified in the tools of the mind that are involved 
whenever institutions are to be transplanted. IVith- 
out indulging in an exhaustive examination of tlie 
American culture as n source of ideas and techniques, 
it is obvious that the pragmatic tenor of our institu- 
tional behavior is not a cultural universal; that the 
idea of “economic man” means something different 
in the African bush than in the American college 
classroom; that the virtues of cleanliness are not 
everywhere self-evident; that the concept of ad- 
vancement by individual merit is an affront to certain 
orders of society; that the ticking clock as a symbol 
of efficiency has not measured the timeless golden 
days of most village headmen within commuting 
distance of the equator. All of these culturally in- 
duced attitudes are characteristic of \Vestern socieh, 
especially in its American variant. 

It is true, of course. that study of non-\\‘estern 
societies Lvhere these attitudes are hot prevalent may 
succeed in alerting technicians to some of the dan- 
gers of ethnocentricity. But these are not a1nq.s 
revealed in studies of foreign cultures bv themselves: 
no one would study a non-\\’estern cuiture in terms 
of the notion that it assigns “uncleanliness” or “in- 
efficiency” ;I place in its hierarchy of values. It is not 
enough to study the peculiarities of non-]Vestern 
peoples if Lve are to identify the difficulties likely 
to arise in the transmission of technical kno\\.led& 
and attitudes to them. Some attention must also be 
devoted to American ways of doing things that col- 
lide uith those of non-Western cultures. 

Not all American traits constitute factors of equal 
importance in their relationships nith every non- 

ji’estern culture. A generalized study of American 
culture would soon violate the test of relevance in 
a training program. The variety among the ne\+ 
developing countries ineLitably nienns that the nt t i -  
tudes of some are more like ours than those of others 
are; and what may constitute an obstacle in rela- 
tionships between the United States and a second 
culture may be a bridge in other circumstances. This 
poses a serious dilemma in action and in training for 
action: if non-Ii’estern cultures differ significantlv 
among thcmsehves in their responses to teclinical 
assistance, can there be ;I generalized trainins suit- 
able for all cultures? .4 common answcr to this di- 
lemma is that training can “sensitize” the teclinician 
to the characteristics of the non-U‘estern culture, or 
at least help him recognize a cultural obstncle wheii 
he sees it. This has led to some i1ssunlptiOns about 
tlie possibilit). of shidying “other arcus” i i i  a tliluted 
“seiisitizing” form that is less s ~ b s t i ~ ~ i t i i ~ l  tlinn that 
offered by the traditional disciplines but is thoo$t 
to proiride n cultural inoculation. A more specific 
npproacli is the short-term immersion in another cul- 
ture during the training process, scheduled i i i  tlic 
hope of developing n transferable culturnl cnipnthy. 

Still another useful approach, not \ret attempted 
systematically, nTould be to start by considering our- 
sehw as a coherent, unitary culture, at Iciist as we 
approach the rest of the world througli our teclinic;~l 
assistance programs, and then isolutc and idcntify 
those of our characteristics that lia\.c sccnictl strange 
and repellent to those we liavc tried to iiifluence. B!. 
the shiclv of enough esnmples driltvn from e?;peri- 
ence in teclinicnl assistance, it may be possible to 
idelitif!., minimize, and perhaps avoid repeating 
some of our standard national errors. 
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