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Introduction: prosperity in  
the twenty-​first century
Henrietta L. Moore

The impetus to redesign prosperity for the twenty-​first century has been 
building momentum since the global financial crash of 2008, although 
the true origins of the contemporary movement more precisely date to 
the Club of Rome’s famous report The Limits to Growth (Meadows et al., 
1972); 2022 is the 50th anniversary of its publication. The report warned 
of the dangers of excess material consumption and global environmen-
tal degradation, and catalysed a series of conversations about rethink-
ing economic growth, arguing that the underlying dynamics of modern 
industrialism are unsustainable.

The value of the report lay in its attempt to provide a conceptual 
framework, and the chapters gathered in this volume build on that 
momentum; they elaborate on the ideas, frameworks, concepts, narra-
tives, models and metrics being co-​developed and co-​designed by the 
Institute for Global Prosperity (IGP) at University College London (UCL). 
The IGP is working in concert with many others, not just the citizen scien-
tists and communities who shape and engage with our research, interven-
tions and policy work, but the many other stakeholders in government, 
business, academia, local government and civil society whom the IGP 
works alongside in co-​design, collaborating to improve quality of life for 
communities around the world. The ripples of inclusion grow wider to 
flow into the initiatives, ideas and frameworks of the many others across 
the world who are actively engaged in trying to reimagine an economic 
system fit for the twenty-​first century (see Chapter 1). The work of the 
IGP is inspired and guided all the while by their struggles and insights.
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A new economy for people and planet

The search for new conceptual, theoretical and policy languages is an 
arduous one, involving as it does the relinquishing of many consoling 
narratives of purpose and intent (see Chapter 2). The prosperity many 
seek around the world is not synonymous with material wealth, although 
incomes and sustainable livelihoods are key parts of its constitution (see 
Chapter 3); its character and forms derive more directly from desires and 
practices linked to hope, aspiration, belonging, identity, culture and his-
tory. All such are aspects of human flourishing that draw on intrinsic val-
ues and connect to the physical, psychological and social dimensions of 
self-​realisation and community fulfilment. These desires are powerfully 
felt and propel discussion in even the poorest parts of the globe and the 
most challenging of circumstances. I am often asked how prosperity can 
matter to people who are so poor. In truth, I remain perplexed by this 
question since self-​realisation denied is one of the most pernicious fea-
tures of poverty, and one of the first freedoms to be wrested from people 
and their communities through violence, oppression, systemic injustice 
and political repression.

One of the glimmers of hope in these grim and Covid-​torn times 
comes from the call for fresh thinking on community wellbeing and qual-
ity of life rather than a focus on the growth of gross domestic product 
(GDP) as a metric of success (see Chapter 1). GDP measures the monetary 
value of the goods and services that are produced and consumed within 
the economy, but it takes no account of inequality, environmental degra-
dation, unpaid domestic work, caring responsibilities, subsistence farm-
ing or voluntary activities. The merits and demerits of GDP have been 
extensively discussed (for example, Coyle, 2015; Fioramonti, 2013, 2017; 
Stiglitz, 2009; Stiglitz et al., 2010), but there is an emerging consensus 
across generations, nations and political divisions that GDP cannot and 
should not be the measure of any country’s economic and social progress:

It is finally becoming broadly recognized that maximizing GDP, 
which was never meant to measure societal wellbeing, is not an 
appropriate goal for national policy. Although no single measure 
will satisfy all purposes, the GDP has gained enormous power to 
influence national and international economic policies because of 
the broad consensus of its use over many years and countries.

(Weizsäcker & Wijkman, 2018: 55)
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However, it is worth noting that while many call for a move beyond 
GDP (for example, Van den Bergh, 2022), it is for the most part alive 
and well in national treasuries where policy makers shrug their shoul-
ders and declare that, while they recognise its faults, it is the best on 
offer. Arguably, the debate about GDP is a slight red herring, because it 
is not the metric itself which is so problematic, but the commitment to 
economic growth as a policy goal, and the concomitant measurement of 
society and environment in market terms. What is needed is not a new 
metric, but a reconceptualisation of economic value and of the economic 
system itself. Here, much ground-​breaking work has been done, includ-
ing that of Bob Costanza (2022), Tim Jackson (2017, 2021) and Colin 
Mayer (2018). The main argument is that our societal goals need to shift 
from maximising the growth of the market economy to enhancing and 
delivering quality of life for people and planet.

The call, then, is not just for a new metric, but for a fundamen-
tal revision of the relationship between the economic and the social 
in the context of urgent and increasingly alarming sets of crises in life-​
supporting Earth systems (Steffen et al., 2015; Xu et al., 2020). On the 
positive side, there are many who claim that the historical period of the 
neoliberalism that has held sway since the 1970s is now in decline and 
about to be replaced by a new phase of economic history yet to be named. 
Janet Yellen, the US Treasury Secretary, recently espoused something 
called modern supply-​side economics:

What we are really comparing our new approach against is tradi-
tional ‘supply side economics’, which also seeks to expand the econ-
omy’s potential output, but through aggressive deregulation paired 
with tax cuts designed to promote private capital investment. It is, 
unquestionably, important to properly implement regulation and 
maintain a pro-​growth tax code, but they are not sufficient and can 
often be overdone. Modern supply side economics, in contrast, pri-
oritizes labor supply, human capital, public infrastructure, R&D, 
and investments in a sustainable environment. These focus areas 
are all aimed at increasing economic growth and addressing longer-​
term structural problems, particularly inequality. … Essentially, we 
aren’t just focused on achieving a high topline growth number that 
is unsustainable –​ we are instead aiming for growth that is inclusive 
and green.

(Yellen, 2022)
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During its recent presidency of the G7, the German government commit-
ted to evolving its economy into an ecological social market economy:

[W]‌e need to focus more on and do more to tackle the negative 
consequences of economic activity. We must stop funding economic 
activity which contributes to the consumption of fossil fuel, to the 
destruction of the environment, and to social inequity. Rather, the 
challenge is to break the link between growth, the consumption of 
resources and greenhouse gas emissions. … [W]e want to engage 
in an open debate about what ultimately is really meant by pros-
perity and quality of life, about the ways sustainability and growth 
can complement each other, and about where we need to weigh up 
conflicting interests.

(Federal Ministry for Economic Affairs and  
Climate Action (BMWK), 2022: 6)

Neither government is moving away from GDP or from economic growth, 
but they are questioning the premise of growth for growth’s sake as it 
relates to both social inequality and planetary wellbeing. This is most 
definitely a step forward, and one of some significance. Arguably, they 
are latecomers to the party rather than prime movers. The governments 
of Ecuador and Bolivia enshrined buen vivir (living well) in their con-
stitutions, national development plans and public policies in the early 
2000s. Versions of the concept have found broad resonance in other 
Latin American countries, including Peru, Chile and Nicaragua. Buen 
vivir, often referred to by the indigenous terms sumak kawsay and suma 
qamaña, derives from the spiritual traditions and world views of indige-
nous communities and emphasises the rights of nature, and commitment 
to living in dignity and harmony with nature and all cultures. It explicitly 
recognises the structural inconsistencies of neoliberal globalisation, and 
the contradictions of market-​led forms of development that depend on 
extracting natural resources, deepening socioeconomic inequalities and 
historic injustices (Artaraz et al., 2021; Carpio Benalcázar & Ullán de La 
Rosa, 2021). Buen vivir is a composite notion comprising many differ-
ent traditions and political ideologies; it is by no means a settled con-
cept (Gudynas, 2011, 2016; Hidalgo-​Capitán & Cubillo-​Guevara, 2017), 
and its interpretation and practice by indigenous communities have 
often been at variance with ongoing government policies on mining and 
economic development (Forero, 2021; Veltmeyer & Záyago Lau, 2021; 
Radcliffe, 2012).
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New Zealand delivered its fourth wellbeing budget in 2022 (New 
Zealand Government, 2022) based on the principle of He Ara Waiora, 
an indigenous and uniquely New Zealand approach to raising living 
standards using ‘a waiora framework built on te ao Māori knowledge 
and perspectives of wellbeing’ (New Zealand Goverment, n.d.). Māori 
knowledge sees humans as embedded within nature, living in a unified 
socio-​spiritual ecology; a life force (mauri) connects all creatures and 
allows them to flourish (Rout et al., 2021). Acknowledging these forms 
of connection sets limits on the human domination of the environment; 
the deep imbrication of whānau (people) and whenua (land) is expressed 
in and through personal and kinship relationships with all natural things, 
providing a sense of place and belonging (Rout & Reid, 2020). Bringing 
these principles to bear on community and environmental wellbeing 
through extensive consultation and co-​creation with Māori elders does 
provide New Zealand with a very distinctive alternative approach to 
understanding values and outcomes (Ruwhiu et al., 2022).

Other examples could be provided; the Wellbeing Economy 
Governments (WEGo) group was launched at the OECD World Forum 
in 2018 and now includes Scotland, Iceland, New Zealand, Wales and 
Finland. Canada and Norway have both announced new national wellbe-
ing indices that seek to go beyond GDP. In 2021, the European Council 
agreed the EU’s 8th Environment Action Plan, enshrining commitments 
to bring the consumption of resources of the member states within plan-
etary boundaries and to introduce an indicator set to measure progress in 
wellbeing that goes beyond GDP (Council of the European Union, 2021). 
Wales has led the way by bringing into law the Wellbeing of Future 
Generations Act. All these governments and bodies have important poli-
cies, strategies and indicators which guide government decision making, 
and this is key to bringing about change. However, beyond those coun-
tries demonstrating leadership are a series of less choate and formalised 
propositions, actions and directions. Dissatisfaction with economic out-
comes and their increasing interdependence with striking political and 
social unrest has unleashed a series of terminologies, debates, strategic 
directions and potential responses to a series of interconnected chal-
lenges. The debates are often fierce and deeply felt; there are also pro-
found ideological differences at play. What all share is the recognition 
that there are new challenges to be faced and a narrowing window of 
opportunity in which to tackle them. A series of possible futures and pol-
icy directions prevail in popular discussion: green deal, post-​capitalism, 
post-​growth, inclusive growth, great reset. This language of renewal is 
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positive, but lacks specificity. Terms like ‘build back better’ and ‘inclusive 
growth’ are worryingly undertheorised, and have no procedural content 
(Moore & Collins, 2021): the implication is that we are building back 
better than before Covid, but if we could not do it before, how can we do 
it now? Everything that was difficult pre-​crisis –​ raise productivity, turn 
economic growth into wellbeing, protect the planet’s resources, transi-
tion to renewables –​ has not suddenly become easier.

In addition, phrases such as ‘the great reset’ and ‘the left-​behind’ 
are purely descriptive terms, and they lack analytical and processual 
heft. Their solutions tend to be exceptionally broad: improve productiv-
ity, retrain for the fourth industrial revolution, build innovative poten-
tial, invest in infrastructure. Even where governments have laid down 
a clear road map between values, strategies and targets, as in the case 
of the United Kingdom’s levelling-​up White Paper, which designates six 
forms of capital and 12 missions, with associated metrics, looked at in 
the round they do not represent a change in direction or new forms of 
thinking about the economy. In addition, because they are a series of 
siloed actions with no specified intersections between them, they are 
most unlikely to bring about transformative change in the relation-
ships between human flourishing and environmental regeneration; nor 
will they level anything up (HM Government, 2022a, 2022b; Moore & 
Collins, 2021)! How these debates and terms are useful is in adding to an 
emerging critique of how we think about economies, and the relationship 
of society and politics to the economy. What does seem to be shifting is 
the idea that our societies should be in service to our economies rather 
than the other way around; we have lived too long in the service of the 
market and it has not served us or the planet well.

Chapter 1 discusses why we need new theories about what prosper-
ity means and entails in the twenty-​first century. It explores the value of 
the economic in social life, and challenges the structural features of the 
dominant economic models on which we depend and the value premises 
on which they are built. The chapter moves beyond merely discussing 
new ideas to explore how such ideas open the door to innovative prac-
tices that will allow us to address inequalities in new ways. What makes 
the approach distinctive is that rather than focusing just on how to define 
and measure prosperity, it formulates what we need to do to make pros-
perity a realisable proposition for specific people living in specific locales, 
and delineates what are the pathways to prosperity. This pushes the 
debate on prosperity forward, emphasising that visions of the good life 
are diverse and require empirical work co-​designed with local communi-
ties and stakeholders, in order to develop well-​founded frameworks and 
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pathways for sustainable prosperity that can be operationalised by com-
munities, policy makers, business, civil society and government.

Diversity is at the core of successful prosperity interventions, recog-
nising that the specifics of place, history, culture, identity, voice and pur-
pose are key to its success. The various philosophical and methodological 
problems of scale and comparison this raises are discussed, and distin-
guished from both aggregate approaches to prosperity and those based 
on individual wellbeing. The chapter discusses the conceptualisation and 
methodological realisation of the IGP’s prosperity index, the formula-
tion of its indicators and metrics, and the whole-​systems approach which 
underlies it. It is contextualised through examples from the IGP’s three 
Prosperity Co-​Laboratories in the UK, Africa and Lebanon. A key princi-
ple in the work is to explore the intersections and interdependencies of 
the different elements of prosperity in each context, with the aim of iden-
tifying and explaining what brings potential success, unlocking previous 
deadlocks. The conclusion is that prosperity is an emergent feature of a 
complex assemblage of elements, resources and embedded interactions 
over time (Moore & Woodcraft, 2022).

The issue raised in Chapter 1 is how we can shape innovation and 
change under conditions of such complexity, and still keep in focus 
quality of life for individuals, communities and the planet. The chapter 
proposes an alternative theory of change to that deployed in most mac-
roeconomic policy initiatives, focusing on visualising how multiple forms 
of agency, materiality, organisational structures and types of knowledges 
can be brought together to create new relationships and new forms of 
value in specific locales, drawing on assets and resources that are dis-
tributed across many sectors, actors, networks, practices and institutions. 
The emphasis is on how to build complex ecologies and maximise sys-
tem learning. This is an approach much more sophisticated and powerful 
than simply trying to raise GDP and hoping that it will trickle down. Even 
established texts on redefining prosperity and moving beyond GDP link 
rethinking the economy to devolved governance, community initiatives, 
distributed energy schemes and localised job creation schemes without 
any clear discussion of how this will be done, or how they will be built 
out of and through specific geographical and historical assets and place-​
based capacities and capabilities. Part of the difficulty here is that many 
prescriptions begin either with proposed macroeconomic levers and 
solutions –​ such as training more apprentices or inclusive growth –​ or 
with a list of community initiatives on the ground that offer potential 
solutions, but without a firm understanding of the specificities of place 
or a theory of effective place-​based innovation.
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The approach outlined in Chapter 1 is explicitly transdisciplinary 
and brings together concepts and tools in a novel framework drawn from 
anthropology, geography, economics, development studies, sociology, 
political theory and organisation science, and inspired by work in the 
global South, to explore how we can repurpose the ideas and methods 
we have to hand to drive further innovation. Chapter 2 returns to the 
question ‘What is prosperity?’, but does so from the perspective of the 
philosophy of language, discourse analysis and semiotics; it addresses 
the all-​important question of what a new discourse on economics and 
prosperity can and should do, and what role it will play in creating path-
ways to transformation. In other words, does it matter that people from 
government treasuries to civil society, organisations, social activists and 
local communities are talking about prosperity in new ways, having dif-
ferent kinds of conversations?

The short answer, of course, is that it does, but, equally, both the 
public and policy discourses on growth, and its centrality to conceptual 
frameworks in economics, have proved remarkably resistant. The chap-
ter discusses the mechanisms through which new metaphors evolve into 
concepts, frameworks, models and metrics in academic, policy and pub-
lic discourse, bringing certain issues into the foreground and displacing 
and masking others. However, such processes are far from uniform, and 
cultural and historical contexts play an important role. The emerging 
space of prosperity in contemporary debates is one of plurality, and many 
narratives of prosperity exist and operate at different levels of experi-
ence and analysis, from the personal to the communal, to the organi-
sational and the national, and all interact to shape emerging discursive 
spaces. The consequence is that concepts, notions and narratives can 
circulate within different sectors, communities and action spaces, and 
can be interpreted differently, in part because of the way they are linked 
to radically different phenomenological experiences: a term like inclu-
sive capitalism resonates somewhat differently in discussions in Davos 
and Singapore as compared to those in Lagos or the London Borough of 
Barking and Dagenham.

The purpose of redefining prosperity is not therefore about produc-
ing a fixed, final, unified, invariant definition of prosperity that corre-
sponds to single sets of clearly identifiable material objects, resources 
and experiences. As a term its work is to assist in redefining the world 
in a fundamentally different way, one that focuses on an approach to 
problems in terms of quality of life, environmental sustainability, demo-
cratic participation, and hope for a better future for people and planet. 
Certainly, redefining prosperity for the twenty-​first century is about 
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reconceptualising it away from income-​based indicators and aggregate 
GDP growth, but this process of reconceptualisation is ongoing and 
responds to the diversity of voices, stakeholders, locales and visions 
brought to bear. Bringing communities into the process entails new 
perspectives and approaches, new answers to the questions of what is 
prosperity, and prosperity for whom. This is why collaborations and 
partnerships are of crucial importance, as is the implementation of 
mechanisms and methods, such as citizen science (see Chapters 3, 4 
and 6), that encourage active inclusion and participation. Plurality of 
voices, approaches, ideas and values offers new ways of conceptualis-
ing prosperity that can lead to the realisation of alternative pathways to 
prosperity. There is no one-​size-​fits-​all. Locale is not just a backdrop, but 
a form of entanglement in place, where the multiple elements that make 
up prosperity are assembled in specific ways that allow the identification 
of additional levers for policy intervention, driving forward the possibili-
ties for social innovation to address situated challenges.

Chapter 3 lays out how this approach was applied in east London, 
emphasising how prosperity as a lived experience is shaped by situated 
social and cultural values, and dynamic place-​specific factors. The analy-
sis underlines how, despite emerging critiques of prosperity defined by 
material wealth and growth, lived prosperity itself remains understudied 
and undertheorised. What emerges from working with local communi-
ties and citizen scientists on understanding prosperity in terms of the 
quality and challenges of lives lived is a clear picture of how individual 
lives and household necessities intersect with larger institutional, struc-
tural and historical challenges, and how these intersections are lost in 
macroeconomic analysis using aggregate data sets. Analysis of the data 
demonstrates that individuals, households and social networks draw on 
a range of diverse, multidimensional and multiscalar elements to dis-
cern, manage and try to bring into being their vision of a good life. This 
point is underscored in Chapters 7 and 8, which describe how research in 
the very different context of rural Kenya emphasises once again that indi-
viduals, households and social networks work actively to assemble, man-
age and enhance realisable visions of the good life. Chapter 4 describes 
how, in the case of east London, good-​quality work, functioning public 
services, choice, opportunity, political freedoms and intergenerational 
justice all came to the fore in discussions with residents. Respondents 
described how they employed a combination of institutions, social net-
works, community and care facilities, transport, and education provid-
ers, to build a secure livelihood. People often described failures in such 
systems as holding them back and impeding their ability to make a living 
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(Woodcraft & Anderson, 2019). Focusing on the misalignments between 
policy and lived experience revealed new forms of knowledge and spaces 
for action that are mostly overlooked by local authorities, public agencies 
and business, but are crucial if pathways to prosperity are to be equitable 
and achievable.

What is to be done about growth?

The world is close to irretrievable climate breakdown (Wunderling et al., 
2021). The United Nations environment agency (UNEP) has declared that 
there is no credible pathway to 1.5ºC in place, and that progress on cutting 
carbon emissions is woefully inadequate, while Shell and TotalEnergies 
and other oil and gas companies continue to enjoy obscenely high prof-
its, benefiting from the war in Ukraine (United Nations Environment 
Programme, 2022). The health of people and planet is at the mercy of fos-
sil fuels, exacerbating the fragilities of the most vulnerable populations 
(Lancet, 2022). What is evident is that the economic losses associated 
with climate change, and the concomitant pressure from the biodiversity 
crisis, are massively increasing the pressure on households, communities 
and economies, and all this on top of the costs of Covid-​19, conflict and 
the international cost-​of-​living and energy crises. Proactive adaptation is 
extremely poor. For example, urban green spaces provide local cooling 
and overall health benefits, but only 277 out of 1,038 global urban cen-
tres in 2021 were moderately green, and the number of households with 
air conditioning increased by 66 per cent from 2000 to 2020, worsening 
the energy crisis and increasing urban heat, air pollution and greenhouse 
gas emissions. Global electricity generation is still dominated by fossil 
fuels, with renewable energy contributing to 8.2 per cent of the total. 
Fossil fuel dependency is undermining global health through increases in 
climate change impacts, but also through unpredictable and poorly regu-
lated markets, frail supply chains, and geopolitical and sectarian conflict. 
Millions of people do not have access to the energy they need to manage 
healthy temperatures at home, preserve food and medicine, and support 
learning outcomes (Lancet, 2022).

Chapter 5 describes the situation in Lebanon, where a detailed 
assessment by the IGP’s Prosperity Co-​Laboratory (PROCOL) Lebanon 
research team, as part of the development of localised prosperity indexes 
for two urban areas, demonstrates how dependency on imported fossils 
fuels has indebted the country, exacerbated sectarian tensions, under-
mined investment in infrastructures and led to an erosion of quality of 
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life, food and education security, housing provision and trust in govern-
ment. Data on the largest oil and gas companies shows that they will 
exceed their share of emissions consistent with 1.5ºC by 37 per cent 
in 2030 and 103 per cent in 2040, and yet governments continue to 
incentivise their production and consumption through subsidies and 
tax breaks. The subsidies to the energy sector in Lebanon amount to 4.5 
per cent of GDP annually, and account for around 40 per cent of govern-
ment debt, undermining its ability to invest in other critical physical 
and social infrastructure.

There is widespread recognition of the strong relationship between 
GDP growth and energy, material and fossil fuel use. This has led to a 
heated debate about growth and what is known as relative and absolute 
decoupling. These apparently uncontentious terms mask significant ideo-
logical differences. Relative decoupling implies a decline in material and 
emission intensity of economic output, through technological advance-
ment and improved efficiency. This is what is implied by the terms green 
growth, sustainable growth, smart growth. Absolute decoupling means 
a decline in resource use and emissions in absolute terms even as eco-
nomic output rises: degrowth (Hickel, 2019; Kallis et al., 2018; Büchs & 
Koch, 2018). Chapter 2 describes how deeply sedimented the language 
of growth is in the very definition of the notion of economy and why the 
first step in transformative change is to develop a new language, an alter-
native set of metaphors for understanding alternative methods of value 
creation. What is clear is that profound emission and resources cuts can-
not be achieved without confronting the structure of market economies 
(Jackson, 2021). We need not just to live within planetary boundaries 
(Steffen et al., 2015), but to regenerate the planet, the natural ecosys-
tems on which we all depend.

The latest evidence suggests that a rapid and global absolute 
decoupling of environmental impact from economic growth at the scale 
required is highly unlikely and that there are no realistic scenarios cur-
rently on offer (Muhirwa et al., 2021; Hickel & Kallis, 2020; Parrique et al., 
2019; Haberl et al., 2020; Wiedenhofer et al., 2020; Vadén et al, 2021). 
Green growth protagonists continue to argue that technological progress 
and structural changes in the economy will enable a decoupling of nat-
ural resource consumption and environmental impacts from economic 
growth. Green growth narratives dominate in most political circles; the 
Organisation for Economic Co-​operation and Development (OECD), the 
European Union (EU) and the United Nations Environment Programme 
(UNEP) have strategies based on green growth, and decoupling is a spe-
cific target in the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 
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There is no doubt that future technology will bring new opportunities, 
and that relative decoupling is needed. It is also the case that social trans-
formations will take time, and action needs to start now with what can 
pragmatically be done with the technology and knowledge we already 
have. Those who are critical of green growth and support a planned and 
democratic reduction in production and consumption as a solution to 
the current crisis castigate both the association of economic growth with 
social progress, and the assumption that continued economic growth can 
be compatible with living within planetary boundaries (Hickel, 2019, 
2021). These include proponents of no-​growth, degrowth, a-​growth and 
post-​growth perspectives, and even though recent usage favours post-​
growth as an overarching term, it is a multilayered concept with strong 
ties to feminist critiques, decolonisation theories, social justice, ecology, 
wellbeing and critiques of capitalism and consumerism. The divisions 
between the eco-​modernists (green growth) and the post-​growth advo-
cates are rebarbative, complex and often ideological, and many positions, 
affiliations and disagreements exist within the post-​growth alternatives 
(Van den Bergh & Kallis, 2011; Spash, 2021). However, there are various 
issues that need to be considered in relation to the post-​growth agenda.

All economic challenges are political, and part of the challenge 
arises from questions of public trust and the social appetite for the kinds 
of transformations envisaged by a degrowth scenario, with its significant 
changes in habits and consumption levels (Brand et al., 2021). More 
challenging and morally complex is the question of how to develop, 
design and maintain a just transition, especially for those countries in the 
global South, and communities everywhere, who are afflicted by poverty, 
disadvantage and systemic injustice and conflict: why should they be 
moderating their consumption levels (Gough, 2017; Hickel, 2019, 2021; 
Muradian, 2019)? Changing consumption patterns in the global North 
would require an ethical commitment to reduced levels, and many pro-
ponents have attempted to set out the value systems and benefits of a new 
economic lifestyle with social relationships at its core, allowing more free 
time, and more fulfilling ways of working and living (Jackson, 2021), an 
economy of radical abundance (Hickel, 2019), and an alternative hedon-
ism (Soper, 2020). Public debate has barely started on defining and refin-
ing these issues, in part because there are many who just believe that 
degrowth is politically unfeasible (Keyßer & Lenzen, 2021), while others 
highlight the considerable work that needs to be done to envisage what 
an economy without growth would look like, and the potential conse-
quences for employment, social protection plans and financial security 
(Jackson, 2018: 221).
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A recent review of the degrowth literature concluded that policy 
proposals put forward under degrowth narratives lacked precision, and 
that many were merely referred to, with little effort expended to link 
them concretely to outcomes or to understand how they would work 
together to drive systemic change. The most commonly mentioned were 
universal basic incomes, work-​time reductions, job guarantees with a 
living wage, maximum income caps, reduced caps on resource use and 
emissions, not-​for-​profit co-​operatives, deliberative forums, reclaiming 
the commons, eco-​villages, and housing co-​operatives (Fitzpatrick et al., 
2022). All of these suggestions have merit and there are examples of best 
practice to be found across the globe, but much more critical and experi-
mental work needs to be done to lay out plausible pathways for transfor-
mation in specific locales. This needs to be much more than a mere list of 
the kinds of projects, initiatives, institutions and innovations that might 
work or prove useful. The purpose of this volume is to lay the ground 
for an approach that focuses on improving quality of life for people and 
planet in the specific locations where the communities concerned live, 
using a whole-​systems approach to the intersections that need to drive 
transformative change. This is a significant step forward, based on new 
concepts, frameworks, models and metrics as set out in Chapters 1 and 
2, and grounded in working actively with local communities, authorities 
and stakeholders to chart specific pathways to prosperity.

In addition, the intellectual debate on green growth (efficiency) 
versus post-​growth (sufficiency) has two major flaws. First, it is not a 
question of either/​or, but of both. We cannot afford to wait until the post-​
growth coalition has won the argument, not least because there will be 
no winners from a continued stand-​off. What is most important is to pro-
ceed with both efficiency and sufficiency at speed, but with a changed 
economic goal in mind. It is most definitely the case that if we continue 
to hold GDP growth as an end in itself, we will fail to design, deliver and 
manage the social, material, economic and political transformations 
that are necessary to drive sustainable prosperity for people and planet. 
The barriers to low-​carbon transitions are political, cultural and behav-
ioural rather than simply technological or economic, and governments, 
change makers of all types, and communities, need to act quickly and 
in the interest of many and of social justice. Social cohesion, compensa-
tion and equity will be central to a just transition; many of the biggest 
risks involved in transformation are social and political, and markets and 
financial systems cannot manage those risks (Agarwala et al., 2021).

The second failing of the green-​versus-​post-​growth debate is the 
confidence it presupposes in the notion of a designed future. Given 
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the  uncertainty of making changes in many critical systems at once, 
and  the specifics of culture, identity, history and politics involved in 
confronting change, we cannot know all the outcomes and answers in 
advance. We are going to need to move together, experimenting and 
refining, bringing government and local authorities into innovative 
partnerships with local business, communities and civil society organi-
sations to drive change directed at improving quality of life as it is. The 
longer we wait to make the transition, the higher will be the transaction 
costs and the greater the risks. There is a strong imperative to work with 
local communities to map out plausible pathways based on the social 
innovations needed to drive transformation and build new institutions 
that deliver new ways of managing specific challenges. This will also 
require macroeconomic policy based on whole-​system approaches to 
socio-​ecological risk, and system-​analysis models that take account of 
the functioning of biophysical systems, but also integrate real-​world 
dynamics involving social and behavioural heterogeneity. A fundamen-
tal challenge to managing systemic risks is the need to understand the 
intersections of social and biophysical systems in the context of complex 
networks of individual, community, sectoral and institutional actors 
with different views and goals (Hynes et al., 2020). This requires not 
only new theoretical frameworks and languages, but also new models 
and metrics based on an understanding of those intersections in com-
plex sets of relationalities. This is the purpose of developing local pros-
perity indexes that can lay out for all involved the goals and pathways 
towards sustainable prosperity in context.

Chapter 5 of the volume picks up the question of what it takes to 
bring people together, across socially fragmented urban settings in which 
communities are affected by displacement, conflict and compounding 
crises, to develop shared plans for pathways to prosperity. Lebanon has a 
long history of receiving refugees and migrants, but the Syrian crisis now 
means that the country has the highest number of refugees per capita 
in the world. Migration is one of the most contentious issues in contem-
porary political debate, and movement of people is fuelled by economic 
collapse, political turmoil and climate change. National policies, human-
itarian interventions, educational and health systems, decent public 
services and infrastructures are all crucial for dealing with mass displace-
ment, and all are in short supply in Lebanon. How, then, can actions at 
the local level translate into shared ideas and spaces for prosperity with 
concrete outcomes for improvements in quality of life, when populist and 
nationalist responses focus on protecting prosperity for local communi-
ties by keeping refugees out?
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IGP research begins with community co-​creation of ideas about 
prosperity, but is always followed by the implementation of co-​designed 
community solutions to identified challenges. In this case, urban inter-
ventions in the town of Bar Elias in the Beqaa Valley near the Syrian 
border were co-​designed and created by refugees and Lebanese citizens, 
focusing on how the vulnerabilities created by a lack of public services 
are shared by the two communities. An evaluation two years later found 
that one of the newly created spaces had become known locally as the 
‘new town square’, used by caregivers, children and visitors to the poly-
clinic in the day, and by young men in the evening. It had also become a 
local landmark, and the site of communal celebrations (Ramadan, Hijri 
New Year and the Prophet’s Birthday), as well as of public demonstra-
tions during the October 2019 revolution. More importantly, it had fos-
tered a sense of shared space, and of how refugees and Lebanese citizens 
could work together for mutual benefit, resulting in additional initiatives 
on the part of residents to improve the quality of local urban spaces. 
Small-​scale interventions of this kind are not a solution in themselves to 
large-​scale problems associated with displacement, but they are a mech-
anism through which divided communities can begin to take ownership 
of potential pathways to improvement in quality of life for all.

Whose ideas count?

One of the major challenges for any kind of designed solution or trans-
formative pathway is to establish whose voices are heard and whose 
knowledge counts. There has been a long debate, with many critical 
perspectives, on the relationship between development and Western 
capitalism and Western science. Other epistemologies, other ways of 
knowing and doing, other ways of imagining development, simply do 
not get heard or recognised; colonialism continues in the production 
and valuing of knowledge (Andreasson, 2007; Demaria & Kothari, 2017; 
Escobar, 2011; Mathews, 2022; Matunhu, 2011; Mazzone et al., 2022; 
Moore, 2015; Patel, 2020; Ruwhiu et al., 2022; Santos, 2007, 2014; 
and Suleiman, 2016). There are no permitted alternatives to develop-
ment, since all include and equate economic growth with material and 
social progress, and ignore the links between human wellbeing and 
the natural environment, drawing on anthropocentric views that sepa-
rate humanity from the planet’s ecosystems. Communities in the global 
South work with sustainability and stewardship values that try to coun-
teract the histories of colonialism, capitalism and globalisation, and their 
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consequences in the present. What characterises these very diverse dis-
cussions is a recognition of the embeddedness of humans in the natural 
and non-​human worlds, and the disproportionate impact of ecological 
crises on indigenous people and communities in the global South. One of 
the key issues in defining and charting transformative change is the ques-
tion of power: who decides what prosperity is, and for whom? Prosperity 
without self-​determination and aspiration, and the means to realise both, 
would not be prosperity.

The IGP’s PROCOL Africa works in Kenya, Tanzania and Ethiopia. 
Chapters 7 and 8 describe research carried out in north-​west Kenya 
with local Marakwet communities and citizen scientists on their com-
plex, intensive agriculture system and pathways to prosperity. Many 
external commentators have remarked on the ingenuity of hundreds of 
kilometres of gravity-​fed irrigation channels and a diverse range of land
race and introduced crops, as well as soil management techniques. The 
Marakwet system of cultivation is based on a detailed understanding of 
the soil/​food/​water nexus, and it has remained remarkably resilient in 
the face of colonialism, development initiatives, food shortages, climate 
change, conflict, population growth and outward migration. When I was 
working there in 2021, local communities were simultaneously manag-
ing Covid, plagues of locusts, floods and mudslides. The Marakwet are 
highly sophisticated farmers, but regular and repeated warnings of col-
lapse from outside observers and experts reframe them as balanced on 
the precipice of agricultural failure and collapse. Chapter 7 discusses the 
long history of such tropes, and their connection to colonial and develop-
ment narratives based on idealised notions of the improved farmer, the 
demand for more efficiency under the guise of poverty alleviation, and 
frameworks of teleological progress curated through Western economic 
and scientific norms. Such tropes and frameworks leave little room for 
alternative technologies, forms of agency and aspiration, knowledges 
and ideas, even when they are clearly effective.

Chapter 8 discusses how Marakwet communities seek to improve 
their own lifeways through experimentation, improvisation and innova-
tion in ways that allow them to thrive. This does not mean that there 
are not instances of failure, water pollution, soil erosion, deforestation 
and food shortage. This is very far from an ideal or idealised situation. 
Work for the prosperity index has revealed that individuals and commu-
nities have their own visions of prosperous livelihoods conceptualised 
not simply as income, although that is crucial, but based on a more holis-
tic understanding of the good life: maisha bora (Kiswahili) or tasampo 
tai (Kimarakwet). Quality education, human health, clean and healthy 
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environments, inter-​clan solidarity, secure housing and work, and a voice 
in decision-​making processes were all identified by local communities as 
important for sustainable prosperity. But what was of particular impor-
tance was the idea that good lives in Marakwet have to exist through 
time and across generations; it is this vision that guides the mainte-
nance of lifeways, including forms of farming and food production, the 
persistence of households, lineages and clans, the retention and evolu-
tion of local social institutions, and a wider maintenance of biodiversity. 
Through time, the Marakwet have maintained their own ways and means 
of solving and addressing ecological, economic and engineering chal-
lenges so as to generate forms of lived prosperity. Such activities have 
often proceeded and been enacted in antithesis to external actors and 
their development plans.

Generating prosperity is not about the enactment of a singular 
developmental design or blueprint; rather it resides in experiences, 
aspirations, actions and decisions that play out through time in specific 
socio-​ecological contexts. As discussed in Chapter 2, the realisation of 
prosperity is a temporally contingent, emergent phenomenon of complex 
socio-​natural systems, assembled and reassembled by knowledgeable 
agents on the ground.

Chapter 7 shows that networked knowledge, pooled resources and 
distributed decision making across diverse social and ecological land-
scapes are characteristic of forms of flourishing in rural communities in 
Kenya and Zambia, but were persistently reconfigured by colonial and 
post-​colonial states as wasteful and non-​productive, and in need of mod-
ernisation. Quality of life depended on the maintenance of social and 
ecological diversity, and this was very often expressed as embeddedness 
in a series of social networks laid out across ecological zones that pro-
vided families with direct access both to land and to a range of resources 
that could be called on as needed, or indeed shared with others.

What is of interest here is that these modes of flourishing were –​ 
and are –​ designed for flexibility and diversity; they were intentionally 
extensible so that, as the need arose, the system could be expanded or 
enhanced with new capabilities and features. At certain times, there 
were definitely shortages of labour, resources, skills and knowledge. The 
introduction of new crops, and new ideas and aspirations, shaped the 
emergent features of the system, sometimes for good and sometimes for 
bad. Experimentation and the management of risk were always a cal-
culation, but built into the system were forms of redundancy, paths not 
taken, resources not used, social relationships whose operationalisation 
was saved for another day. These were not systems based on maximising 
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efficiency and productivity, extracting everything from the soil and the 
land and the people who farmed it; flourishing meant being there next 
year, and your children and land and animals after you. Recent levels of 
deforestation in Marakwet, soil degradation and water pollution have all 
come from maximising maize and potato production using inorganic fer-
tilisers, maximising the profit that can be made from the land, using die-
sel generators to pump water rather than gravity-​fed systems. This is not 
to idealise the farming system; it has benefited and will benefit further 
from new crop varieties, new skills, new knowledge, better energy and 
water access, roads, health and education. But what it does draw atten-
tion to is a different way of managing the complexities of socio-​ecological 
systems over time.

Diversity of response has come into focus in quite different contexts 
through the Covid-​19 pandemic and through the experience of fragile 
and overextended intersecting systems tipping and causing catastrophic 
sets of cascading failures. Covid was an ecological failure that became a 
health failure and then an economic and now a socio-​political failure. As 
the Ukraine war shows, if you block one set of connections in the global 
food system, other areas quickly begin to fail, causing further system fail-
ure. The pursuit of economic efficiency and maximisation on the trail of 
ever-​increasing GDP growth has produced systems that have no redun-
dancy, flexibility, diversity or extensibility by design (Trump et al., 2021; 
Hynes et al., 2020). Covid was a multisystem problem that reached a 
tipping point (Roggema, 2021). Many now recognise that biophysical 
systems have these features (Mestre et al., 2021) and that we humans 
have been trying to design these features out, with disastrous results. 
It is strange, really, because we routinely design redundancy into our 
IT and road systems, into engineering projects and buildings, making 
sure that if something fails, there is another element ready to come into 
play. We know how complex systems work and yet we are not apparently 
willing to share that knowledge with communities like the Marakwet or 
listen to what they have to say. Economic systems that are premised on 
maximising profitability and efficiency, with maximum value extracted 
by a very few, are unlikely to be resilient or to offer pathways to sustain-
able prosperity.

Conclusion

In this volume, our key argument is that the ability to generate prosper-
ous lives principally resides with the people who live that prosperity. We 

  



Introduction 19

   

lay out a theory of prosperity as a dynamic emergent assemblage, and 
thus develop theories, models and metrics appropriately. What makes 
this volume distinctive is that it is a sustained attempt to discuss what 
prosperity means and entails for local communities on the ground, how 
they conceive of it and how they can be involved in its design, delivery, 
mobilisation and implementation. The examples of various challenges to 
defining and realising prosperity are discussed in both rural and urban 
locales, and in examples drawn from the Middle East, Europe and Africa.

The discussion on redefining prosperity develops a new theoretical 
language which makes it much more amenable to local and policy action. 
It also makes visible to governments what is required if their green growth 
plans are to take hold, and maps out why a convincing macroeconomic 
policy for a post-​growth society has to begin with social innovation and 
with the voices, experiences and aspirations of the people who will build 
the prosperity of the future. There are transformations to come in the 
global economy and each country will need to build the capacities and 
capabilities of their communities to thrive as those transformations take 
hold. This is a question not just of fixing the problems of the present –​ 
although that has barely begun –​ but of hastening the advances of the 
future and repairing and remaking the relationships between place and 
the economy and between social, planetary and economic prosperity.
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1
What is prosperity?
Henrietta L. Moore and Nikolay Mintchev

1.1  Rethinking prosperity

This chapter is about why we need new theories about what prosperity 
means and entails in the twenty-​first century. To redefine prosperity is 
to challenge both the structural features of our economies and the value 
premises on which they are built. We are concerned here with how a 
redesigned prosperity opens the door not just to innovative ideas, but 
to new practices, allowing us to address inequalities in novel ways. 
Searching for the means and mechanisms through which these new 
frameworks and activities may be operationalised quickly reveals that we 
need fresh approaches to how systems change and knowledge is shared. 
We begin then with three points of reference: the value of the economic 
in our lives, the purpose of sharing knowledge, and the means of opera-
tionalising change.

The broad brush of prosperity must be about the relationship 
between individual lives –​ their quality, aspiration and purpose –​ and 
the larger systems and constraints in which they are embedded. In 
analytic terms, this is a question of scale, but it is simultaneously one 
of scope: what does prosperity comprise and embrace, for whom, when 
and where? In contemporary societies, questions of scale and scope are 
simultaneously matters of politics. ‘Build back better’, ‘great reset’, ‘green 
new deal’, ‘inclusive growth’ are just some of the terms animating public 
debate as we struggle to reframe and manage the fractured relationship 
between politics and economics. These terms have variable purpose and 
localised inflections, but they crop up in indigenised forms across the 
globe, provoking a range of responses from anxiety to outrage and pas-
sion. Such phrases have more import for citizens in some places than in 
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others, and some find variable salience for governments and place-​based 
organisations hoping to appease anger and perhaps deliver genuinely 
new solutions to long-​running difficulties. It is easy to overlook the sig-
nificance of what appear to be definitional skirmishes, but questions of 
range, reach, scope and content can have huge consequences in terms of 
policy and investment.

We see this most prominently in macroeconomic policy and its 
directed compass towards increased growth and productivity. The Covid-​
19 pandemic has revealed the structural frailties and systemic injustices 
of social systems built on economies thus mandated, with their targets 
focused on increased GDP. The widening gaps in quality of life and oppor-
tunity between those who benefit from the value created and extracted in 
our economies and societies and those who do not has resulted in a well-​
established case for looking for measures of progress beyond economic 
growth and GDP (Fioramonti, 2017; Helliwell et al., 2020; Institute for 
Public Policy Research, 2018; Ngamaba, 2017; OECD, 2020; Stiglitz 
et al., 2010; Stiglitz, 2011, 2019; World Bank, 2010). It is widely rec-
ognised that the pursuit of constantly augmented growth is not sustain-
able in the context of limited planetary resources, nor does it provide us 
with appropriate pathways for addressing today’s pressing challenges 
of inequality, environmental degradation, and climate change, among 
others (for example, Cassiers, 2015; Dalziel et al., 2018; Hickel, 2020a; 
Jackson 2017; Maxton and Randers, 2016; Moore, 2015). Yet even in 
this time of crisis such realisations have had very little impact on policy 
formulation and how we might address the prosperity deficit of individu-
als and communities within regions and nations (Moore, 2015; Moore 
& Woodcraft, 2019), with conventional policy frameworks continuing 
to rely on national and regional aggregates and statistics with very little 
relevance to the quality of people’s lives. What is needed is a redefini-
tion of prosperity that is less concerned with aggregate economic wealth 
and growth, and more attentive to the things that people care about 
and need: secure and good-​quality livelihoods, good public services, a 
clean and healthy environment, planetary and ecosystem health, a politi-
cal system that allows everyone to be heard, and the ability to have rich 
social and cultural lives.

The work of redefining prosperity is part of an emerging critique of 
the ‘economics first’ approach to progress. The critique includes: theo-
ries of happiness (Layard, 2011; Dolan, 2014) and wellbeing (Huppert 
et al., 2009; Diener and Seligman 2004) that have enriched our under-
standings of the physical and psychological factors that allow us to ‘feel 
good’ and ‘do well’ in terms of pleasure and purpose in life; work on social 
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progress (Social Progress Imperative, 2022; Stiglitz et al., 2010) that has 
developed a series of measures to assess social, non-​economic develop-
ment beyond GDP; the Foundational Economy Collective, which has 
emphasised the social as well as the material infrastructures on which 
we all depend (Calafati et al., 2019; Foundational Economy Collective, 
2018; Froud et al., 2018); the Legatum Institute,whose annual pros-
perity index ranks countries according to their pathways from poverty 
to prosperity (Legatum Institute, 2020, 2019); the OECD’s Better Life 
Initiative, which charts whether life is getting better across the OECD and 
partner countries (OECD, 2020); the Sustainable Development Index, 
which uses aggregate data to assess the ecological efficiency of coun-
tries in delivering human development (Hickel, 2020b); and the United 
Nations Sustainable Development Goals (United Nations Development 
Programme, 2016), which have established a global agenda for action 
centred on the five principles of people, prosperity, planet, peace and 
partnership. Our work on redefining and building pathways to pros-
perity in the Institute for Global Prosperity (IGP) at UCL is part of this 
broader ecology of initiatives, but its specific value lies in four innovative 
approaches: the first involves working with local communities to under-
stand what prosperity means for them in the context of lives lived; the 
second entails situating these local understandings within the structural 
features of the economy, infrastructure, public services provision, and 
systemic social and political inequalities; the third consists in develop-
ing pathways to sustainable prosperity based on novel understandings 
of how complex systems change; the fourth situates the mechanisms for 
change within new forms of collaboration and governance.

1.2  The question of context

Macroeconomics is an unusual social science in that it believes that 
aggregate outcomes can be read from the preferences and utilities of 
individuals. It is virtually isolated in this orthodoxy, while other disci-
plines continue to struggle with the central problem of the relationship 
between structure and agency in human societies. The dilemma of how 
the individual meshes with the social is a philosophical conundrum, but 
it has two kinds of consequences for redesigning prosperity. The first is 
that it is not a matter just of defining and measuring prosperity, but of 
formulating what we actually need to do to make sustainable prosperity 
a realisable proposition for specific people living in specific locales. This 
shift in priority is significant, because prosperity then commutes from an 
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abstract national or regional goal to a locally situated requirement, with 
all the complexity and cultural and historical impedimenta this implies 
and entails. The specifics of location also necessitate a recognition of the 
meanings, values, practices and systems that shape the meanings and 
experiences of the good life in particular contexts. There is no singular 
vision of prosperity (according to its redefined meaning), no ‘one size 
fits all’, and in consequence the goal is not focused only on improving a 
set of metrics, but on developing attainable versions of the good life for 
communities and mapping out plausible pathways for achieving those 
visions. This is a problem both of scale and of scope, and what it demon-
strates is that despite the post-​growth/​post-​GDP conversations in vogue 
and the various metrics and methodologies for wellbeing and social pro-
gress in play, we do not have well-​founded frameworks and pathways 
for sustainable prosperity that can be operationalised by communities, 
policy makers, business, civil society and government.

The second challenge is related to issues of place and diversity. 
In order to operationalise the concept of prosperity (redefined), we 
need a conceptual definition with specific content, but one that is also 
sensitive to time and place, to the context-​specific visions of prosperity 
derived from engagement with community members. In short, we need 
to confront another familiar problem in philosophy and the social sci-
ences: what is the relationship between the universal and the particu-
lar? Visions of the good life are diverse and attached to history, culture 
and circumstance, so what, if anything, do they share, these pluralistic 
versions of prosperity? One response is to assert that such questions are 
best approached through critical reflection and practical engagement in 
specific locales, involving, in essence, a sophisticated sorting and sifting 
exercise; while this is undoubtedly true it does not on its own provide 
a sufficiently robust riposte. There are quite a number of key words in 
the social sciences and humanities whose conceptual meanings differ 
across time and space: justice, culture, rights, for example. These terms 
always carry local inflections but are held to refer to identifiable sets 
of concerns or terrains of action and thought. While such concepts are 
wide-​ranging, philosophical discussion and critical reflection most often 
proceed through a dual process of identifying those elements that are 
present whenever the term is invoked, and examining the different forms 
they take in specific contexts of application and practice. However, while 
it is recognised that intellectual discussion often follows this dualistic 
route, divisions remain as to whether we need to identify core aspects 
of the concept that run through all the known instances like a golden 
thread, or whether we should treat these concepts as possessing a family 
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resemblance which is such that different combinations of features appear 
with each instantiation.

This query has both methodological and operational consequences, 
raising, as it does, the important issue of how a conceptual definition can 
be developed, operationalised and validated in a way that allows pros-
perity to become a useful conceptual framework for delivering positive 
social and economic change through policy initiatives as well as through 
community-​based interventions. Broadly speaking, there are two types 
of intellectual procedure, and both are well evidenced in the literature 
on human needs and human development. The first is necessarily reduc-
tive and tries to establish the baseline minimum for individual and com-
munity wellbeing by providing a specification of needs (usually a list), 
accompanied by an undergirding assumption that if all these minimal 
needs are met then individuals and communities will flourish. This is in 
no small measure because well-​specified theories of social justice require 
theories of human needs. There is no dispute that humans require shel-
ter, food, security and other basic necessities, but universal specifications 
(lists, most often) have a tendency to be very abstract and generalised; 
the moment they become more specific their universal character is in 
doubt and charges of ethnocentrism begin to sprout. Needs can shade 
into values, and we see this struggle in Martha Nussbaum’s famous list 
of the capabilities individuals need to lead a life of valuable functioning, 
where its very generality derives from the requirement to permit the pos-
sibility of multiple specificities of each of the components (Nussbaum, 
2000). The more empirical content is provided, the more policy relevance 
builds, but so does the likelihood of claiming as objective or universal 
needs that are in reality historically, socially and culturally conditioned. 
This presents formidable challenges for forms of authority of all kinds 
that have responsibility for matters of access and distribution (see, for 
example, Scott, 2012; Atkinson et al., 2020).

A second avenue offers a plural way of proceeding. Doyal and 
Gough’s (1991) well-​regarded solution makes a distinction between 
universal needs (participation, health and autonomy) and a set of inter-
mediate needs through which the former would be satisfied. These inter-
mediate needs are common to societies and cultures at all times, but their 
means of satisfaction will necessarily be divergent and specific. Thus, it is 
the intermediate needs that provide the yardstick by which levels of dep-
rivation and failures of satisfaction can be specified so that interventions 
and welfare strategies might be justified and judged objectively. This 
approach has enormous value, but it is wise to recall that from a philo-
sophical point of view it is unlikely to solve the problem of universalism 
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versus contextualism definitively. Consider, for example, whether issues 
of participation and health can be said to be equally universal, or uni-
versal in the same way; it seems logical that possible claims about a uni-
versal need for health of body and mind are not of the same order as 
those that might be made about participation, which must necessarily be 
context-​dependent.

However, a more practical consideration is to ask what our aim in 
redefining prosperity is. Broadly, we suggest two responses. The first is 
that, since we have embarked on a redefinition of prosperity, it must fol-
low that variations at the level of conceptualisation and theorisation are 
consequential. Second, the aim is to redefine prosperity so as to improve 
people’s quality of life, and this entails a recognition that any theory or 
framing of prosperity that is developed must be one that is specific: it must 
materialise for specific persons in specific locales. If this is the case, then 
we might agree that we cannot be interested in simply developing a gen-
eral definition of the good life. What benefit would that provide?

Yet if prosperity is simply whatever it turns out to be in a specific 
locale, it is going to be difficult to deliver policy objectives. There are further 
considerations here of equity and distribution, and these connect to the 
manner in which locales are embedded in larger geographical entities with 
interconnected consequences and potentially intersecting moral frame-
works. For example, a community convinced that prosperity must involve 
swimming pools in every house would likely be depriving nearby com-
munities of water, as well as asserting a framework of need that exceeded 
reasonable policy objectives for attaining the good life. In short, a prosper-
ity expanded to include everyone having whatever they desired would not 
only be unsustainable socially, economically and ecologically, but would 
likely no longer be a recognisable version of the good life. It is a feature of 
the world we live in that prosperity is relational and interconnected.

While many of today’s most pressing challenges are global in scale 
and relevance, they translate into locally specific effects on people’s lives. 
The responses that address these problems must therefore be (at least 
in part) locally driven, guided by context-​specific visions of prosperity, 
led by actors with skills and knowledges that are sensitised to their con-
texts, and supported by community members committed to improving 
the places where they live. Research conducted at the IGP begins with 
the premise that communities must play a central role in both rethink-
ing prosperity and developing pathways to better quality of life. The 
assumption here is not only that change must be effected at the local 
level, but that informed localised agency is a necessary condition for 
change to take place and for delineating pathways towards prosperity. 
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Prosperity redefined includes notions of voice, recognition and commu-
nity self-​realisation which preclude compromising the agency of others; 
it also insists that, in contexts of policy change where power is unevenly 
distributed, any notion of improving quality of life or meeting the spe-
cific needs of communities has to respect and be derived from the skills, 
knowledge and agency of those who are the designated beneficiaries. 
Solutions imposed from outside are not only ineffective and costly, but 
would undermine several principles of what constitutes prosperity or the 
good life. A prosperity that involved meeting needs while compromising 
agency and self-​determination would not be a sustainable prosperity.

Research at the IGP has examined how we might redefine prosperity 
for the twenty-​first century by working with local communities to under-
stand what prosperity means for them and how those local understandings 
relate to structural features of the economy, infrastructure, public services 
provision, and systemic social and political inequalities. The operationali-
sation of the prosperity framework therefore provides a new and innova-
tive approach to analysing the lived experience of local livelihoods and 
communities within the complex set of interlocking systems and structures 
that make up the social, economic and political life of a specific commu-
nity: lived experience and structural constraints must come together. It 
follows that, in this formulation, prosperity must be more than individual 
wellbeing, for wellbeing is too often characterised as a set of attributes per-
taining to the individual, rather than as a series of effects produced in spe-
cific times and places through the relationships established by living well 
together in functioning social, economic and political systems and ecosys-
tems (see Chapter 2; Moore & Woodcraft, 2019; Moore & Collins, 2020). 
It is a weakness of much work on wellbeing that it takes little account of 
long-​run considerations of planetary sustainability and ecosystem health, 
even if it incorporates provision of green spaces and environmental assets 
in terms of their impact on individuals’ health. Prosperity redefined incor-
porates individual wellbeing, but lays emphasis on living well with others 
and with the planet (Atkinson, 2013; Atkinson et al., 2017; White, 2015). 
The focus is thus on relationality in context.

1.3  Practices of context

The starting point for constructing a context-​sensitive understanding of 
prosperity is talking to people about their hopes, challenges and oppor-
tunities for a good-quality of life in different sites of inquiry. These con-
versations take place through semi-​structured interviews with residents, 
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workshops with multiple stakeholders (including academics, businesses, 
local authorities and NGOs, among others), and brainstorming sessions 
with citizen scientist researchers from the relevant local communities 
who work as members of the research team. The findings that these 
evidence-​collection exercises produce become the conceptual material 
for a prosperity model for each site of inquiry, and subsequently inform 
the co-​design of household surveys for quantitative data collection for the 
development of a prosperity index. Simultaneously, detailed statistical 
information from extant data sources, such as national statistical services 
and government departments, is used to build up a detailed picture of the 
local landscape. These latter data sources provide information which is 
not routinely accessible to local communities and stakeholders, such as 
information on spending on public services and infrastructure, levels of 
biodiversity loss or soil toxicity, or the number of children going to school 
hungry, but which is shared in processes of co-​design to inform discus-
sions around the visualisation of the prosperity model at the local level.

The IGP’s prosperity model is divided into five domains: (1) belong-
ing, identities and culture, (2) health and healthy environments, (3) foun-
dations of prosperity (referring to key aspects of material security that 
support the possibility of a good life and strengthen other elements of pros-
perity), (4) opportunities and aspirations, and (5) power, voice and influ-
ence (see Chapter 3, and Moore & Woodcraft 2019). These five domains 
were identified through a process that involved the critical evaluation of 
existing wellbeing and human development indices at national and inter-
national levels, and a process of qualitative co-​design with local communi-
ties. The five domains represent a range of concerns that include, but go 
well beyond, issues of income, jobs, skills and productivity. The qualitative 
data collected through research and co-​design with local communities in 
the different research locales plays the all-​important role of operationalis-
ing and giving concrete content to each domain, as well as the manner in 
which it is experienced in each specific context. What is most significant is 
not just the investigation of the content and character of each domain but 
the exploration of the specific manner in which domains intersect in each 
locale. This careful exploration of domains, and of their content and inter-
sectionality, is part of the process of operationalising and subsequently 
visualising each prosperity model, and it is accomplished through a col-
laborative effort with local citizen scientists who play a key role in steer-
ing the curation and visualisation of the domains. The significance of this 
process of visualisation is that it elucidates the specific intersections and 
interlocking constraints and opportunities in each locale, thereby indicat-
ing potential pathways for motivation, opportunity and change. Processes 
of change and pathways for achieving potential prosperity thus begin with 
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a detailed understanding of situation that brings local understandings 
together with existing data sets and statistical analysis, thus providing a 
deep three-​dimensional understanding of context.

Figures 1.1 to 1.3 are diagrams of the prosperity models for three 
different sites: east London (United Kingdom), Hamra, Beirut (Lebanon), 
and an informal settlement in Dar es Salaam (Tanzania).

1.4  Categorising and characterising change

The final stage in the process of developing a prosperity index for each 
locale involves the choice of indicators and indicator development for each 
domain. Indicators are derived from local and national data sets, and com-
bined with specific localised indicators developed through quantitative and 
qualitative work with local communities (IGP, 2017). The aim is to develop 
a new multidimensional measurement tool that accurately represents the 
things that matter to people, yet sets them within a detailed understanding 
of larger determinants and constraints. While other efforts to develop new 
measures of prosperity have been successful in bringing together a range 

Figure 1.1  Co-​designed prosperity model for east London.

Source: IGP, 2022
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of economic and non-​economic indicators (for example, United Nations 
Habitat City Prosperity Initiative, 2019; Legatum Institute, 2020), their 
focus on the city, regional and national levels has made it difficult to cap-
ture differences in quality of life within smaller geographical locales, and 
their expert-​led approaches to defining prosperity have meant that the pub-
lic’s concerns are only partially reflected in the indicators that comprise the 
measuring tool (see Mintchev et al., 2019: 112). In comparison, the IGP’s 
prosperity index is citizen-​led, but it also aims to lay down a groundwork 
for pathways to prosperity in three distinct ways. First, it brings the signifi-
cance of quality of life into public conversation and debate, seeking defini-
tions and understandings validated by data on what matters to people. It 
thereby challenges social and political narratives that focus on economic 

Figure 1.2  Co-​designed prosperity model for Hamra, Beirut.

Source: IGP, 2022

 



What is  prosperity? 35

   

initiatives that often fail to bring better opportunities and improved living 
conditions for the greater public. Second, it enables new forms of evidence-​
based governance. Measurement and governance are always closely linked, 
because the things that get measured define the problems that need to be 
addressed, and vice versa. Measuring prosperity via the mechanism of lived 
experience enables stakeholders such as NGOs and local governments to 
use their resources more effectively to respond to people’s needs. Third, the 
prosperity index allows communities to monitor their progress towards bet-
ter quality of life. Data on local prosperity indicators is an important tool 
that pinpoints the strengths and weaknesses in different domains of qual-
ity of life. This tool in turn enables people to hold governments to account 
and to make a stronger case for the change they want to see, and to work 
together to implement that change.

Issues of change and how change is envisaged are a critical feature 
both of the conceptual frameworks underlying policy initiatives and of 
the means through which evidence is gathered to support such frame-
works. This connects to the earlier point about scope. All indices and forms 
of measurement are underpinned by categories; in our work they are 
termed domains, and in the Legatum Prosperity Index, for example, they 
are labelled pillars (Legatum Institute, 2019). The determination of the 
boundaries and content of these categories is a political decision, and, while 

Figure 1.3  Co-​designed prosperity model for informal settlements  
in Dar es Salaam.

Source: IGP, 2022
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informed by critical review of data, expert opinion and community co-​
design, it is always a matter of values and therefore politics (Scott, 2012), 
because categories/​domains/​pillars –​ the designated building blocks of the 
various indices –​ are the consequence of decisions about preferred ways of 
dividing up the world. When it comes to measurement, a series of indicators 
(objective, subjective and evaluative) will be nested inside these categories 
or domains. A brief glance at the large number of indices currently avail-
able, including those mentioned earlier, demonstrates that the domains 
vary and so do the indicators. The domains selected and their labels (such 
as health and wellbeing, economy, environment) reflect established and 
emerging conceptual and policy frameworks. Assumptions about relation-
ality and intersectionality play a crucial role here in two ways. First, it is 
generally assumed that the selection of categories or domains reflects the 
fact that the interrelations between factors within domains are denser and 
more complex in comparison to the interrelations between factors across 
domains. Second, certain factors or elements within domains will be more 
determinant than others, possibly playing a larger role in how the intersec-
tions between other related elements will take shape, and, because not all 
factors or elements within domains are equal, indices frequently weight 
certain factors to give them more significance to reflect their determinant 
role (e.g. Legatum Institute, 2019). The consequence of this is that theories 
of change or directions of travel for policy priorities are already partly built 
into the scope of specific frameworks through the manner in which they 
give weight and priority to certain factors and elements.

Thus, questions of change, unsurprisingly, turn out to be a matter of 
relationality, of how relations are perceived. This is one of the strongest rea-
sons for developing a prosperity framework that reflects the concerns and 
life experiences of residents and communities. Understandings and experi-
ences of prosperity may vary, but they always matter for all, and the man-
ner in which they have import matters also. The determination of domains 
within the IGP’s prosperity framework allows for the possibilities that the 
content of domains will vary across space and time, and that the signifi-
cance of the relations between factors and elements within and across the 
domains may vary too. However, the key purpose of the prosperity frame-
work is to determine what is needed to bring about effective change and put 
communities on pathways to sustainable prosperity by improving the qual-
ity of people’s lives. In order to foreground this policy focus and to develop 
a clearer analytical framework for identifying key areas where change 
is necessary, the IGP has developed a specific framework drawn from its 
comparative work between and within national and regional contexts. This 
framework starts from the premise of relationality and provides the means 
to explore and explain how change occurs.
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From the work IGP has conducted in the UK, Kenya, Tanzania 
and Lebanon (see also Woodcraft & Anderson, 2019; Woodcraft et al., 
2020; Sender et al., 2020), it is clear that relationalities between the 
key elements driving quality of life are unsurprisingly denser at what 
we might term the meso level, the level at which people live their lives, 
interact, communicate and become interdependent, and experience 
dislocation, constraint and immiseration. The question of what exactly 
constitutes the meso level is a matter of investigation and specification. 
The boundaries of human social, economic and political systems are 
at once porous and sharply defined. At times the meso level will be a 
small town, and at others a specific area within a city; it might be a 
series of villages or a specific region bounded by natural resources or 
other factors; it is rarely congruent with named social, class, ethnic or 
religious groupings. The meso should not be collapsed into identitar-
ian social groupings, because, while religious, ethnic, class and other 
important social distinctions will always be present and consequential 
within the meso level, they do not define its boundaries. The meso is 
perhaps best understood as the manifestation of the significance of 
place and location in human life, and it varies depending on context. 
One noteworthy feature is that structures of governance very often pro-
vide important contours for the meso level because of the way in which 
they inevitably influence financial flows and investments, schooling 
and health provision, infrastructural decisions and policy responsibili-
ties; places are often held together by a shared history of development 
and underdevelopment.

When we examine what drives changes in quality of life, or pros-
perity more broadly, at the meso level, it is apparent that a constellation 
of factors have to be taken into account, and that the internal dynamics 
of this constellation cannot be unravelled simply by looking at the influ-
ence of one domain or set of indicators on another: how health influ-
ences productivity, for example. This does not mean that broad trends 
and co-​variance cannot be observed –​ they very often are –​ but the issue 
is how we might better provide insight into how the various domains 
interrelate in specific contexts, and how their constituent elements 
may or may not have import, and co-​vary with others, in those particu-
lar locales. This is key to any well-​targeted policy initiative designed to 
provide sustainable pathways to prosperity, because, as is evidenced 
from such initiatives around the world, we have much more success 
in providing evidence for what does not work than in explaining what 
brings about success. In exploring the configurations of intersections 
between and across domains, it is essential to retain the significance of 
what matters for individuals and communities as they seek to manage 
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the constraints and challenges they face and to bring about change. The 
IGP’s LOOT framework examines the key drivers of change by interrogat-
ing the data according to three main contributory constellations to pros-
perity as it is experienced by individuals and communities: life outcomes, 
life opportunities and life together (Moore et al., 2020). It uses the data 
across domains in each context and their constituent indicators (subjec-
tive, objective and evaluative) to explore the intersections between these 
three elements of prosperity, and to connect them to larger social, eco-
nomic and political structures and constraints.

Life outcomes are the assets and capacities individuals and commu-
nities have in context: levels of education, employment, mental health, 
environmental quality and so on. Life opportunities are the capabili-
ties and resources, including aspects of agency, effectiveness and local 
resources, that can be deployed to manage change and transformation 
now and in the future. Life together comprises the networks, social institu-
tions, and forms of solidarity and connection that allow the management 
of co-​operation and conflict, as well as knowledge sharing and innova-
tion (Moore et al., 2020). What the LOOT framework does is provide the 
means to explore systematically the intersections between domains from 
the point of view of how the density and complexity of interrelations 
across and between domains connects to the mechanisms and means for 
driving change. This is a profoundly innovative step, because most indi-
ces of wellbeing, happiness and human development assume a theory 
of change –​ such as that GDP drives quality of life –​ and have no mecha-
nisms for interrogating the best course of action when it does not. The 
LOOT framework is experimental and is currently being rolled out for 
further testing and refinement in the UK, Lebanon and Tanzania; for the 
theory behind it see Chapter 2.

1.5  Complex systems and assemblages

The value of the LOOT framework follows from the observation that pros-
perity is an emergent feature of a complex set of embedded interactions 
over time. Approaching the definition of prosperity from this perspec-
tive requires a different form of theorising from that current in economic 
policy formulations, in which considerable emphasis is placed on a small 
number of unidimensional levers which are thought, when activated, to 
result in improvements in quality of life, for example increases in GDP 
or productivity. The failure of such policy frameworks is evidenced by 
the long-​running structural and systemic disadvantage experienced by 
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regions, sectors and communities through time as others have benefited 
from globalisation, automation, investment and human capital accumu-
lation. Rising tides do not raise all boats. So the question is: where do we 
turn for a suggestion of how complex systems might be better organised 
for innovation? what do we need to do to understand change better and 
make things happen?

As things stand at the moment, there are no good economic mod-
els for understanding pathways to prosperity as it has been redefined 
in this chapter. This is partly because economic models assume that 
community-​ or place-​based prosperity is an aggregate of individual 
prosperity, as opposed to an outcome of complex and embedded inter-
actions across multiple systems and actors, including local government, 
business, education systems, health services, social capital and trust, 
inward investment, ecological and natural capital services, individuals, 
civil society and community engagements. This statement hardly seems 
controversial, but when pursued more rigorously it has some surprising 
consequences. If prosperity is the outcome of the intersection of multiple 
systems with a large number of moving parts, it is best conceived of as 
an assemblage, a particular configuration that emerges in time through 
unpredictable interactions (Barry, 2013; Collier & Ong, 2007; DeLanda, 
2006; Li, 2007; Marcus & Saka, 2006; Müller, 2015). These interactions 
are subject to the workings of power, and to various other forms of mobi-
lisation through time, including pressures that can be brought to bear 
on the specific relational configurations between elements in context. In 
other words, the history of each place matters. However, the assemblages 
that make up prosperity are part of, and embedded in, wider human 
and natural systems which are themselves characterised by non-​linear 
dynamics and sets of open-​ended capacities that exceed the properties 
of their component parts (Goldstein, 2018; Dougherty & Dunne, 2011).

Understanding how collective prosperous lives and livelihoods 
might emerge within these complex ecologies of systems is crucial, but 
the first insight is to recognise that prosperity is not an entity in itself 
or something that simply describes the state of individuals or firms or 
regions, but an effect of the whole ecology, of the specific assemblage 
constituted by the specifics of time and place. This raises the question of 
if and how the emergent properties of assemblages can be shaped, and if 
so by whom and through what means. Imagine, if you will, interventions 
designed to reduce flooding and manage water pollution; these include 
and involve water and climate systems, regulations, markets, consumer 
organisations, farmer livelihoods, public health and infrastructure pro-
vision, and a wide variety of other actors and assets from engineers to 
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plastic pipes, to mention only the most obvious. Different groups or stake-
holders have diverse and divergent interests; goals and values compete 
and coalesce; power relations and new forms of knowledge intersect to 
provide practical and contingent solutions. The complexity of envisaging 
and managing complex systems to drive innovation for change requires a 
completely different theory of change from those we recognise from most 
macroeconomic policy initiatives, such as high-​end technological inno-
vation or infrastructural investment or co-​ordinated regional financing 
through public–​private partnerships. Here we are dealing with multiple 
forms of agency, materiality, organisational forms and knowledges with 
dynamic and uncertain outcomes. The emphasis has to be on visualising 
and testing how these heterogeneous elements can be brought together to 
create new relationships, new knowledges and new forms of value. This 
will require considerable realignment of actors, technologies, practices, 
organisations and knowledge, drawing on assets and resources that are 
distributed across many different spaces, places, actors, networks, prac-
tices and institutions. Understanding that change is a matter of bring-
ing these disparate elements together requires the acceptance that it is 
not something that can be generated by single actors or entities alone, 
because it has to be an emergent feature of the entire ecology (Dougherty 
& Dunne, 2011; Dougherty, 2017a, 2017b).

So how can we shape innovation and change under conditions of 
such complexity? The first step is to recall that prosperity is about solv-
ing actual problems and improving people’s quality of life where they are 
situated. Complex systems are characterised by extensive distributions 
of agency and purpose, and bringing knowledge and assets together in 
new ways to provide solutions to concrete problems creates new forms 
of value. The innovation that results is a consequence of new sets of 
actors coming together to bring diverse perspectives and skills to bear on 
known problems. In terms of improvements in prosperity, this has two 
consequences. The first is that change cannot be achieved through the 
imposition of top-​down solutions or through unidirectional mechanistic 
levers, as already discussed. Change in complex systems has to be shaped 
through connecting knowledges, livelihoods, assets, identities, regulation 
and institutions, first into purposeful problem definition –​ what needs to 
be done here and now (Ansell, 2011) –​ and then into a set of potential 
solutions (Dougherty, 2017a). In such systems change cannot be driven 
by agents or firms or local governments or institutions working alone, 
or through established mechanisms that are not focused on improving 
the capabilities and capacities of communities to deliver improvements 
in quality of life. Working with communities to understand the problems 
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and then envisage solutions is the starting point, but in making this claim 
there is more to be understood.

Once again, we need to begin by acknowledging that the individual-
ising assumptions of macroeconomics take us off in the wrong direction, 
imagining that the capacities and capabilities of communities are sim-
ply the aggregate of the capacities and capabilities of individual agents. 
This underlying premise guides a conventional approach to the labour 
market through deep-​seated ideas about education and skill acquisition. 
Economics –​ and thus most policy frameworks –​ expect individual capac-
ities to vary and potentially to change over time differentially through 
education, skills acquisition and environmental interaction. As in Sen’s 
theorisation of capabilities, differential freedoms or structural conditions 
determine how individuals are able to develop their capabilities and turn 
their capacities into functionings within social and economic systems 
(Sen, 1999). These ideas are persuasive and powerful, but they are of 
limited value for explaining how social systems embedded in complex 
ecologies develop over time.

Here we have to have more regard for the fact that social systems 
develop their complexity through the co-​ordination of individuals’ 
capacities and capabilities in a wide variety of action spaces (Reyes, 
2018). Two points are of relevance: the first is that complexity builds 
through co-​ordination and this is a process that can be shaped, the sec-
ond that individuals have to be considered not as single entities with 
fixed educational and skill assets, but as a bundle of assets that can be 
differentially deployed in different domains of action. It is perhaps help-
ful to pause, and reflect on the point that human co-​ordination requires 
many skills, including motivation, judgement and empathy. The water 
engineer we would have had need of in the example given above might 
equally be an imam whose pertinent skill sets for initiating change in 
their home town through motivation, empathy and discernment might 
not be well captured across all relevant action domains by an assessment 
of their labour market skills. This is of no surprise to anyone who has 
been involved in supporting change in their local community, where it is 
common to find individuals pooling and sharing skills, and redeploying 
the composite result in innovative contexts. But there is a wider point 
beyond the simple recognition that the capacities and capabilities of 
communities are more than just the sum of the education and skill sets 
of their individual members.

While social systems are self-​organising and subject to self-​
regulation, they also respond to organisational learning which proceeds 
through various mechanisms that amplify system learning. But these 
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organisational forms cannot be reduced to the aggregate outcome of 
individual learning processes or mechanisms. Most of the major chal-
lenges we face in the world today are whole-​system problems with sig-
nificant uncertainties as to how system processes will evolve and unfold. 
The co-​ordination and development of social capacities and capabili-
ties comprise one of these uncertainties, but new forms of value can 
only happen if there are enough connections between agents, organisa-
tions, resources and knowledges for new ideas, patterns of interaction 
and diversity of solutions to emerge. This means that the widest array 
of community institutions and actors across the whole ecology have to 
be brought to bear on the question of what prosperity is in this time and 
place, and how it might be achieved. The challenge is to create new forms 
of collaboration, and organisational forms and social institutions, that do 
not currently exist in most communities. Enhancing ideas, interactions 
and solutions drives system learning and increases system complexity 
through community capacities and capabilities which draw on the deep 
structures of cultures, values, regulation and frameworks for action that 
exist in specific places. Putting co-​design with local communities at the 
core of prosperity builds new forms of collaboration and expands ideas, 
goals and outputs. Community and place-​based capacities and capa-
bilities can then be used to direct and focus local assets and resources 
towards shared purposes over time, adapting as those purposes shift and 
develop. Prosperity requires innovation through new forms of collabora-
tion, and this is why redefining prosperity requires not only new theor
ies of change, but a reorientation of policy goals and outcomes towards 
quality of life and reform of economic value. Place-​based capacities and 
capabilities need to be developed to support a variety of innovations 
reoriented towards quality-​of-​life goals over time, and these will need to 
be based on new forms of collaboration and interaction that draw on the 
widest range of citizen and other expertise, including local government, 
business, universities, civil society organisations, finance institutions and 
many others (Moore et al., 2020).

Knowledge innovations that can build capacities and capabilities 
have to be about solving actual problems and realising that prosperity 
can only be achieved through concrete steps to intervene in existing sys-
tems and build new social institutions to deliver innovative solutions and 
experimental propositions. Designing new forms of governance, that is, 
social institutions that bring all interested parties together in new con-
figurations, is essential for long-​term change towards quality of life. For 
example, in the UK households account for around 40 per cent of all car-
bon emissions (Committee on Climate Change, n.d.), 8,500 people die 
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each year because they are living in homes that are too cold (National 
Energy Action, 2020), and in England approximately 8.4 million people 
live in unaffordable, insecure and unsuitable housing (National Housing 
Federation, 2019). The ongoing housing crisis in the UK means that cur-
rently around 1.3 million new homes are required just to house those in 
greatest need (Shelter, 2019). The combination of these factors explains 
why tackling housing is high on local community lists for prosperity. 
Yet we have the solutions to integrate into working systems at the local 
level if we could hammer out how to bring engineers, architects, plan-
ners, suppliers, communities and businesses together to recycle build-
ing materials, use passive ventilation and heating, optimise windows, 
install heat pumps and solar systems, and deploy digital distribution sys-
tems and new technologies and regulations to collaboratively integrate 
alternative ideas into existing systems (Dougherty & Dunne, 2011). 
Co-​ordinating, collaborating and sharing in this way would mean that 
most buildings could become net-​positive over their lifetimes, produc-
ing more energy than they consume (Cheshire, 2016). If they did, this 
would cut heating and healthcare costs, improve quality of life, reduce 
carbon emissions and create local employment. Collaboratively solving 
such problems within communities derives from shared purpose, prob-
lem definition, defined strategies, clear pathways to deliver and social 
solidarity, all the while building the capacities and capabilities to meet 
the next challenge. When tackling prosperity, it is not just the what, it is 
also the how.

1.6  Conclusion

In this chapter, we have argued that redefining prosperity entails rethink-
ing our approach to economic value and system change. It means moving 
away from mechanistic levers for change that are based on assuming that 
economic growth will necessarily benefit all, to explore innovative ways 
of tackling social inequality and improving quality of life. Prosperity as we 
redefine it here is more than income or wealth; it is, in essence, the value 
created with the wealth we have; much of that value resides in commu-
nities and places, but it needs to be repurposed to meet new challenges 
and to create new opportunities for those places. Driving a concerted set 
of place-​based efforts to tackle problems in context –​ carbon net-​zero, 
improved water quality, affordable and green housing –​ has the potential 
to create local employment and to provide local institutions with incen-
tives to support the development of community capacities and capabilities.
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Here we see the value of the prosperity index not just as a new 
measuring tool for evaluating and shaping the new configurations and 
collaborations that can bring about prosperity, but as a mechanism for 
defining purpose, strategy and outcome within overall processes of sys-
tem change towards prosperity. Definitions of prosperity and pathways 
towards prosperity have to be citizen-​led and deeply embedded in place, 
culture and context, but, definitional challenges aside, the approach to 
prosperity has to be a pragmatic, operational and embedded one that 
brings about improvements in people’s quality of life wherever they are 
situated. The IGP’s LOOT framework provides an innovative approach 
which, rather than dividing aspects of lives lived into familiar categories 
like economics, health, social capital and so on, provides a mechanism 
for exploring how all these areas intersect across the three main dimen-
sions of prosperity as it is experienced in place: life outcomes, life oppor-
tunities and life together.

We conclude by suggesting that prosperity is an emergent feature of 
a whole ecology, and that recognising this has consequences for theories 
of change, for operationalising prosperity and for policy formation. The 
most immediate deficit lies in forms of knowledge sharing and collabo-
ration that can build system complexity, and in community capacities 
and capabilities to deliver problem solving, shared strategies and solu-
tions, and pathways for implementation. The new social institutions and 
organisational forms required will need to build community capacities 
and capabilities, not only for addressing the challenges of the day, but for 
addressing, too, those that will emerge. Prosperity is a grand challenge 
and, as such, is not a problem that can be solved, but a process of innova-
tion that will always require adaptation.
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2
The discourses of prosperity:  
metaphors, transformations  
and pathways
Nikolay Mintchev and Henrietta L. Moore

2.1  Introduction

The present chapter addresses the same headline question as Chapter 1:  
‘What is prosperity?’ But it does so from the intellectual perspective of 
discourse analysis, semiotics and the philosophy of language. It pro-
poses an understanding of prosperity as a discursive concept that can 
be effectively used as an organising principle for research, policy change 
and interventions for improved quality of life for people and planet. It 
addresses the question of what a discourse on prosperity does, and what 
role it plays in creating pathways to social transformation.

Any attempt to redefine prosperity has to begin with a reflection on 
the relationship between language and the world, a consideration of how 
change comes about in that relation, and how the consequences of any 
changes may be realised. Metaphor was once the domain of literary crit-
ics, philosophers and linguists, but in recent years a substantial literature 
has emerged on metaphor as a driver of policy formation and change, as 
a factor in organisational change and leadership, and as a key element in 
responses to climate change and environmental degradation. What ties 
these diverse fields together is a concern about how changes come about, 
and how framing devices might be used to persuade people to see the 
world anew and respond differently.

As Ricoeur argues, metaphor has the power to redescribe real-
ity and is set in motion by a tension between identity and difference, 
through the perception or the assertion of a similarity in things that are 
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otherwise dissimilar, allowing us to grasp unknown relations between 
things (Ricoeur, 1977: 4, 92). For example, the attorney general is a jelly-
fish. However, here, we need to pay attention to how semantic innovation 
works. While the word remains the carrier of the effects of metaphorical 
meaning, it is the statement or the sentence that carries intention, that 
attaches metaphorical meaning to the world. This point is an important 
one, because it distinguishes the character of metaphor from what we 
might broadly call the history of word usage, the way the meaning of a 
particular word changes over time. These two processes are connected, 
evidently, but they should not be conflated. One way to characterise the 
connection, as Ricoeur suggests, is to see the word as the focus of mean-
ing, but to recognise that it requires a frame, a discursive space in which 
its relevance to the world finds purchase. ‘Words draw delegated efficacy 
from contexts’ (Ricoeur, 1977: 89). Consequently, when we speak of 
redefining prosperity, it is not just a matter of naming prosperity differ-
ently, assigning new signifieds or meanings, or providing a typology of all 
possible meanings of prosperity. It is a matter of creating new discursive 
spaces or frames within which a redefined prosperity actively redescribes 
the world, bringing different affordances, visualising connections and 
processes anew, driving the delineation of possible pathways towards 
a redefined prosperity. It is language as used in action, ‘which can take 
circumstances into account and have particular applications’ (Ricoeur, 
1977: 82).

2.2  Setting the frame

In the current moment, there are a series of new discourses emerging 
around prosperity, critiquing its narrow association with wealth and 
income (see Chapter 1), but despite these new developments the pre-
dominant frame for public policy and debate remains that of economic 
wealth shaped by, and firmly set within, a series of notions such as GDP, 
productivity, efficiency, progress and markets. These latter ideas are so 
well established that they do not need to be fully understood to serve as 
framing devices and levers in public and policy debates. New metaphors 
have entered the broad discursive space of the economy in the last 30 to 
40 years. For example, discourses and policies relating to climate change 
draw on ‘greenhouse’, ‘footprint’, ‘race’, ‘war’ and ‘emergency’ (Nerlich 
& Hellsten, 2014; Flusberg et al., 2017), while continuing to inhabit a 
discursive space dominated by the ‘market’ metaphor (Cojanu, 2008). 
This applies also to recent economic metaphors that have emerged in 
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response to growing scientific and policy engagement with, as well as 
public disquiet about, environmental degradation, biodiversity loss and 
climate risk (Coffey, 2016). The use of such metaphors, and how they are 
inserted into broader discursive frames, are not politically neutral, and it 
is a feature of their deployment that they can often serve divergent ideo-
logical positions simultaneously: capitalists and environmentalists can 
both espouse notions of green growth. This provides a picture of com-
plexity, contestation and change.

Set around individual metaphors and framing devices are a series 
of conceptual metaphors that underpin broader theoretical frame-
works. These conceptual devices are more abstract, less experientially 
near, for policy makers, citizens and analysts alike, and include such 
notions as control, sustainability, complexity, non-​linearity, uncertainty 
and whole-​systems change (Hughes et al., 2021). Broadly speaking, 
discursive parameters related to policy and innovation have shifted in 
the last 30 years, away from control towards uncertainty and whole-​
systems change and related concepts, combined with a new focus on 
the role of social actors, particularly citizens, in shaping policy direction 
and future envisioning (Dobuzinskis, 1992; Thibodeau et al., 2017). 
However, what has remained a constant in policy terms within these 
broader theoretical frameworks is the metaphor of growth. Despite crit-
icism of growth models (for example, Raworth, 2017; Jackson, 2017; 
Moore, 2015; Moore & Woodcraft, 2019; Stiglitz et al., 2010), govern-
ments worldwide continue to see economic growth as a synonym for 
prosperity.

The result is that while elements of economic discourse are shifting 
and new models –​ including critiques of growth –​ are emerging, the over-
all framing devices underpinning economic models and policy making 
are relatively intact. A measure of how resistant this conceptualisation of 
the economy remains is evident in the ongoing debate as to whether eco-
nomic productivity can be decoupled absolutely from resource use and 
environmental impact (Hubacek et al., 2021; Parrique et al., 2019; Ward 
et al., 2016), through what has been termed green growth, the green 
economy, sustainable capitalism for example. As these terms imply, the 
operating assumption is that technological changes and substitutions will 
enable economic expansion and continuing GDP growth alongside the 
protection of natural resources and ecosystems (Hickel & Kallis, 2020; 
Jackson & Victor, 2019; Söderholm, 2020). A substantial part of what 
makes green growth and other notions so appealing is that the existing 
model can be repurposed, and consequently business as usual will con-
tinue to offer the optimal solution.
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This picture of continuity and change is further complicated by the 
fact that traffic in metaphors, concepts and framing devices can move in 
both directions. A consequence of economics being embedded in society 
is the provision of a rich stream of metaphors that connect the economy 
to social relations and institutions, as well as to the bodies of individuals. 
Common examples draw parallels between the economy and a healthy 
body, referring to a functioning economy as a ‘healthy economy’, in which 
key elements act as ‘the life blood’ of the economy; when things go wrong, 
the economy may suffer from market ills, paralysis and even depression. 
Features of the economy often reflect aspects of everyday life: the economy 
is envisaged as a pie or a garden. Such metaphors are subject to change, 
and while some are long-​running, others gain purchase in particular his-
torical moments, such as the notion of ‘being as poor as a church mouse’. It 
is often argued that such metaphors are illustrative or explanatory, and not 
consequential in terms of our understandings of how an economy func-
tions. However, a distinction needs to be drawn here between pedagogic/​
explanatory/​interior metaphors and constitutive/​framing/​modelling met-
aphors inherent in scientific theorising and public discourse (Musacchio, 
2011; Klamer & Leonard, 1994). This distinction is important, but by no 
means absolute, as the following discussion illustrates.

The relation between metaphors and models can be complex and 
deeply imbricated. As commentators have emphasised, metaphor is not 
just a piece of language, but ‘a process of thought’ (Scho﻿̈n, 1967: 37), 
and cognition itself ‘is fundamentally metaphorical in nature” (Lakoff & 
Johnson, 1980: 2). Metaphor is a perspective or frame, a way of look-
ing at things, but it is also the ‘process by which new perspectives on the 
world come into existence’ (Scho﻿̈n, 1979: 254), the mechanism through 
which we come to know the external world. Metaphors and discursive 
frames shape our views of the world in particular ways and allow us to act 
on it through specific practices, influencing thoughts and feelings, and 
creating expectations and desires. As Ernesto Laclau put it, ‘Discourse is 
the primary terrain of the constitution of objectivity as such’ (2005: 68). 
In other words, discourse is not something that reflects a pre-​existing 
reality, but something that shapes and organises this reality and the 
relations between its different elements. Discourses form the identities 
of subjects and objects (Howarth & Stavrakakis, 2000: 3), the relations 
between them, and thus how we experience and organise our reality. All 
attempts to capture the world through language, to bridge the divide 
between subject and object, are irreducibly metaphorical. Knowing the 
world turns out to be very troublesome: ‘The question of referring, in 
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all its ramifications, is one that would put the fear of God into even the 
strongest among us’ (Eco, 2000: 280).

Economics as a science is about making truth claims vis-​à-​vis the 
world, and Deirdre McCloskey pointed out four decades ago that meta-
phor is fundamental to economic thinking: ‘to say that markets can be 
represented by supply and demand “curves” is no less a metaphor than 
to say that the west wind is the “breath of autumn’s being” ’ (McCloskey, 
1985: 74). Markets do not have supply and demand curves. Economic 
modelling is metaphorical because the lines, curves and points on dia-
grams and graphs are used metaphorically to represent the economy or 
economic variables. This is perhaps of minor significance if the modeller 
merely wishes to use metaphors as an aid to understanding, a means to 
grasp a complex and abstract domain in terms of a more concrete and 
familiar one, or provide a mechanism for representing complex relation-
ships. But there are some further points of significance to be considered.

The first is the acknowledged challenge of literal or dead meta-
phors, that is, the point at which a metaphor as new meaning passes into 
ordinary usage so that its original innovation is lost and it becomes under-
stood literally (lexicalised). For example, take the word ‘skyscraper’. It 
has been argued that economics is full of dead metaphors, such as liquid 
money or liquid assets, which originally had a metaphorical meaning, but 
are now so moribund that they must not be taken literally. No economist 
thinks that money is literally a liquid, and the term ‘liquid’ has been given 
a new technical economic meaning which is unambiguously defined 
(Lagueux, 1999: 10–​12). One interpretation of this position implies that 
metaphors are outside economic theory itself and suggests that the use of 
live metaphors by economists is just for the purpose of illustrative depic-
tions and has no bearing on economic models or theories. But the situ-
ation is more complex than this, because metaphor affects the way we 
think about not only the two terms of the metaphor itself (the principal 
and the subsidiary), but the broader conceptual framework within which 
it sits and the world beyond it.

Science –​ including economics –​ proceeds through a process 
whereby metaphors evolve into concepts (Gibbs, 1996). While it is true 
that some metaphors decline into literalism, the more powerful of them 
tend to evolve into concepts that are powerful precisely because they 
move from predication to propagation (Graham, 2002); in other words, 
their ubiquity influences the discursive space within which models sit. 
This applies to such terms as growth and sustainability. Both are meta-
phors, and are important for comprehending abstract processes, but at 
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the same time they are involved in creating material realities that pro-
vide further evidence of their importance and relevance. These kinds of 
constitutive metaphors are not disproved by scientific models, since they 
shape the discursive space within which models are applied and find pur-
chase; they set the challenges and the questions. Such metaphors work 
through chains of metaphorical association, bringing certain issues to 
the foreground and displacing and masking others. Thus metaphor struc-
tures our understanding of concepts, and working together metaphorical 
chains create a coherent image of what we call the economy.

These kinds of metaphors play a major role in cognition and con-
ceptualisation, structuring the character of scientific thought in pro-
found ways, shaping scientific discourse and forms of knowledge (Lakoff 
& Johnson, 1980; Deignan, 2005). They also enter broader domains of 
social life, refiguring other relations and processes in economic terms via 
changes in associations and affordances, and we see the emergence of 
metaphors governed by economic theories. Take, for example, the phrase 
‘time is money’. The deployment of this phrase changes our views of time, 
but it also affects our notion of money. Human capital is another such 
example: education and skills are refigured as forms of investment that 
have productive outputs. Our social processes are understood as eco-
nomic ones, and seamlessly apprehended as governed by the rules of the 
latter such as markets, outputs, efficiency, value added (Harvey, 2005; 
McKinnon, 2013). These processes of economisation change over time 
and are not the product of a single economic logic, but of several inter-
secting ones (Çalışkan & Callon, 2009; Griffen & Panofsky, 2021; Laruffa, 
2022). As a process economisation is never complete, because alterna-
tive principles and norms for governing economic life survive alongside 
it. While capitalism may be dominant, many alternatives exist, even 
if they do not find general purchase (Balaguer Rasillo & Wirth, 2022; 
Taylor Aiken, 2019; Monticelli, 2018). Constitutive metaphors depict a 
terrain, and as such they contain many contradictions and antagonisms, 
which allows for different elements of emphasis in varying contexts. 
Paradoxically, it is the existence of such antagonisms and contradictions 
which means that constitutive metaphors can rarely be denied or dis-
proved; most often they simply flex.

Natural language metaphors within such terrains covertly influ-
ence reasoning for citizens, scientists and policy makers alike. For 
example, the notions of jump-​starting or levelling up the economy imply 
that the actions needed are both straightforward and technically feasi-
ble, as they would be in relation to cars or wall building. Analysis and 
policy making soon shift to what changes are needed in the dominant 
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economic model to achieve these outcomes, without any prior ques-
tioning of the model itself or its grander animating metaphors such as 
growth and productivity, which structure wider values and support ide-
ological positions. The result is that both the formation and the appli-
cation of metaphors are influenced by economic ideologies in society; 
consequently the logic and character of the original source domains 
are often preserved and carried forward into the metaphorical under-
standing of the target. This has consequences not only for the develop-
ment of economic models and how they relate to the world, but for the 
way in which metaphorical networks assemble constitutive metaphors 
(Holmgreen, 2003: 95; Resche, 2012). It is important here to remember 
that economic models are metaphors, in that they are representations of 
their objects of focus (Morgan, 2012).

Economics thinking has colonised thinking on the social, present-
ing itself as a series of self-​evident propositions or truth claims for under-
standing how social life is and should be, and as such it shapes aspirations, 
desires and future trajectories of self and social realisation (Bourdieu, 
1998; Foucault, 1982). Constitutive metaphors do not function in the 
same way as simple word or sentence metaphors. They proceed through 
chains of systematic associations, inflecting a series of intersecting dis-
courses, producing and shaping values. The growth metaphor provides 
an excellent example. Growth is an ontological metaphor which draws on 
the experience of being human, as well as on bodily processes in other liv-
ing things. It is conceptualised as natural and good, while the absence of 
growth is a lack or something bad, potentially life-​threatening (Lakoff &  
Johnson, 1980: 14). As a metaphor it is pervasive, productive, and sys-
tematic, and in association with other associated metaphor chains it 
constitutes a rich and coherent lexical field (White, 2003: 148). Its very 
visibility in our language means that we can have difficulties envisaging 
a society not built on growth. Evidence for this comes from policy docu-
ments and decoupling debates, where concern about action on climate 
change is often expressed in terms of its effect on GDP growth, rather 
than the more pressing problem of the consequences for human lives and 
the planet of not taking action.

This is sometimes referred to as the economics-​first approach, and 
is a feature of the current dominant economic model, as well as being a 
clear example of economisation. What is quite remarkable is that GDP 
growth is considered a measure of economic success across the world, and 
through the adherence to the underpinning dominant economic model 
by government treasuries, international institutions, professional econo-
mists and business, this model and the metaphors, values and policies that 
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sustain it form a genuinely global model with widespread acceptance at 
all levels. This does not mean that criticisms and alternatives do not exist, 
but it does mean that the ideology of economic growth is pervasive and 
shapes possible futures and aspirations. However, the internal relations of 
this discourse are complex and allow for great flexibility, at national levels 
and also in different sectors and communities across the world and within 
individual countries (Schmidt, 2011). It is widely recognised that meta-
phors such as growth and sustainability can exhibit different metaphorical 
realisations, activating different idioms, associations and framing devices 
depending on specific cultural beliefs and values (White & Soler, 2007). 
Various social, historical, cultural and economic circumstances can cause 
modifications in economic metaphors, demonstrating the ‘situatedness of 
metaphor usage’ (Herrera-​Soler & White, 2012: 5). Cultural specificity is 
one barometer of change, but it also emphasises the importance of contex-
tual interpretation and localised narratives (Andryukhina 2021; Pamies & 
Ramos Ruiz, 2017). The pragmatics of metaphor usage and deployment 
determine its meaning as distinct from its syntax or intrinsic semantic 
sense (Klamer & Leonard, 1994: 30).

So within the broader framework of constitutive metaphors, inte-
rior or sub-​metaphors evolve over time, and find specific purchase in par-
ticular contexts and circumstances, and, as noted earlier, this accounts 
in large part for the longevity of constitutive metaphors whose resilience 
arises from their capaciousness and the innovative potential of their con-
stitutive metaphorical chains. However, where discourses with different 
world views and different definitions of central concepts collide, there is 
potential for contestation, even antagonism, as the meanings of concepts 
come under scrutiny. For example, what is sustainability or resilience or 
levelling up or inclusive growth? These debates do not unsettle constitu-
tive metaphors, but they can be heated, and emphasise once again that 
there is no single economic logic or narrative that drives the dominant 
economic discourse, but rather a series of intersecting discourses that 
can compete, foregrounding certain elements and hiding others. This 
allows agents to pick and choose, to locate themselves in particular 
visions, aspirations and alternatives. However, the situation can shift 
when constitutive metaphors clash or are brought into a strongly con-
trastive relation; then the consequences can be not just disagreement, 
but schism (Klamer & Leonard, 1994: 43): communism versus socialism, 
degrowth versus growth. Here ideological assumptions and precedents 
come into play and what is at stake are world visions, value infrastruc-
tures and deeply held sentiments.
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2.3  Prosperity: lexical fields and discourses

Let us turn now to the question of redefining prosperity, and to how 
a redefined prosperity might be characterised, actioned and imple-
mented. The redefinition of prosperity within academic and policy dis-
cussions has led to a multiplication of the term’s senses (see Chapter 1), 
but it has also led to a certain degree of paradigm crisis involving both 
contestation among the different groups, trends and agents involved 
in its redefinition, and ideological confrontation between the support-
ers of the dominant economic growth model and those who wish to 
critique it. Prosperity as a term designates a diverse field that defies a 
totalising logic, and several different discursive strands co-​exist. The 
purpose in redefining prosperity for the twenty-​first century is not to 
purify it, to stake a definitional claim. Language cannot be purged of 
ambiguity, because it always aims to refer to a reality outside itself. 
While a composite list of all the lexical meanings the term animates 
would be of interest, what is of more value is what the term does in the 
world and how that might change. The aim is not to definitively define 
a pre-​existing entity, but to give an account of dynamic states of emer-
gence, consolidation and transformation.

The first point to note here is that prosperity is not a new term; 
it is a term with a history, and the history of its metaphorical elabora-
tions is one in which different elements have, at different times, and 
in different contexts, been foregrounded and occluded. While the nar-
row definition of prosperity as economic wealth has been accentuated 
in the last 100 years or so, and especially since the adoption of GDP 
as a measure of national accounts in 1953, the term still has a widely 
recognised connotation of hope and flourishing. As Isabelle Cassiers 
explains, the Latin prosperus, which forms the etymological root of 
‘prosperity’, means ‘to cause (a thing) to succeed, to render fortunate’ 
(2015: 1). But, while older and newer meanings co-​exist, it is evident 
that since the middle of the last century, ideas about prosperity and 
self-​realisation have become increasingly associated with material con-
sumption, as the goal of national prosperity has settled on continuous 
growth in GDP as its defining feature.

The emerging space of prosperity debates in the contemporary 
moment is one characterised by plurality, and part of that is the con-
sequence of jostling between the various proponents of a redefined 
prosperity in universities, think tanks and policy contexts, as they seek 
to advance their particular understandings of the term, with their 
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associated theories and metrics. But, as discussed in Chapter 1, many 
other narratives of prosperity exist and operate at different levels of 
experience and analysis, from the personal to the communal and the 
organisational, and all interact to shape the emerging discursive space. 
The consequence is that concepts, notions and narratives can circu-
late within different sectors, communities and action spaces and can 
be interpreted differently, in part because of the way they are linked to 
radically different phenomenological experiences (Taylor Aiken, 2019). 
For example, it is evident that what communities in Birmingham might 
associate with the term levelling up differs somewhat from what the UK 
government intends by the term, and the reasons for this link to their 
very different experiences of inequality. Concepts and narratives are 
always coloured by life as it is lived and experienced, and consequently 
a metaphor such as inclusive capitalism resonates somewhat differently 
in discussions in Davos as compared to those in the London Borough of 
Barking and Dagenham.

Given that this is the case, we might reasonably ask, ‘What does 
the term prosperity mean?’ The idea that words are arbitrary and con-
ventional designations of things that exist in the world seems common 
sense. Linguistics makes a distinction between the sense of a word, its 
place within the internal system of language, and its reference, or abil-
ity to refer to a reality outside language. However, a word can never 
refer unambiguously to its referent, because their relations are never 
completely fixed (Eco, 1984). Ask yourself, ‘What does the word “econ-
omy” mean?’, and then try to list everything that you believe consti-
tutes the economy. Would this description ever be complete? Have you 
remembered to include all the facets of what we now call the knowl-
edge economy or what we mean when we speak of markets in health 
systems? If the market is everywhere, then what are its boundaries? 
Yet this does not stop any of us intuitively understanding what is meant 
by the economy or by the phrase ‘there is a downturn in the economy’ 
or ‘a cost of living crisis’. Prosperity, like economy, is not just a word, 
but a concept, and as such is made up of a series of dynamically inter-
relating metaphorical chains and associations. A concept develops in 
consequence of the challenge of bringing a particular phenomenon 
into focus: what is prosperity? This begins with a tension between 
identity and difference set in motion by a process of semantic inno-
vation: ‘prosperity is quality of life’. The consequence is then a series 
of metaphorical associations which through the workings of context, 
power and governance highlight some aspects while occluding others. 
One way to comprehend what is at stake here is to say that prosperity 
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is captured by a series of conceptual metaphors –​ wellbeing, quality 
of life, sustainable livelihoods –​ that emphasise and organise certain 
features and consequently assign value to them. This process of bring-
ing the phenomenon into focus is about grasping unknown relations 
between things and identifying new sets of relations with innovative 
affordances.

The word ‘prosperity’ does not designate something precisely and 
uniquely symbolised. The work of redesigning prosperity is not about 
producing a fixed, unified and invariant definition of prosperity that cor-
responds to clearly identifiable objects, provisions and experiences in the 
material world. Such a definition would be of little value: ‘some neces-
sary overtones of meaning are lost when a word is precisely and uniquely 
symbolized. The vagueness of living languages as compared with math-
ematics is the price they pay for their applicability to the world and their 
capacity for growth’ (Hesse, 1955: 88). The same dynamic capacity 
applies to a redefined prosperity whenever it is treated as a central sig-
nification or constitutive metaphor: it is a way of imagining the mate-
rial world in a fundamentally different way that focuses the approach to 
problems in terms of quality of life, environmental sustainability, demo-
cratic participation, and hope for a better future for people and planet. So 
when prosperity as a term becomes integrated into the logics of significa-
tion in this manner, it becomes thought of and imagined in a fundamen-
tally different way, and through this process of signification something 
new is added to it, a surplus that exceeds the materiality of what is signi-
fied; it is this surplus that is impossible to identify as the referent (see also 
Z﻿̌iz﻿̌ek, 2008 [1989]). The work of redefining prosperity is not about lexi-
calisation or about building a laborious typology, for once all the known 
meanings had been captured this would not mean that one had definitely 
captured all there is to prosperity.

The problem of defining concepts with precision was identi-
fied and elaborated by Wittgenstein in his Philosophical Investigations 
(2009 [1953]: 35–​9). Wittgenstein’s account of why exact conceptual 
definition is so problematic was specifically concerned with ‘language 
games’ –​ and with the notion of games more generally –​ but it does have 
clear implications for the understanding of other concepts. According to 
Wittgenstein, the things that we call games –​ card games, board games, 
athletic sports, for example –​ do not share a common essential quality. 
There is no single attribute by virtue of which they are all considered 
to be games. Instead, they have ‘affinities’ and ‘resemblances’; they 
relate to one another through ‘a complicated network of similarities 
overlapping and criss-​crossing: similarities in the large and in the small’  
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(2009 [1953]: 36). Some games may share one type of resemblance, 
while others may share another type. Some games may have little, if any-
thing, in common with one another. Nevertheless, the reason that we call 
them ‘games’ is that they are all part of the same loosely related group of 
activities that we have come to associate with the term. The concept of a 
game, as Wittgenstein understood it –​ like the concept of prosperity, as 
we understand it –​ is not ‘a rigidly bounded concept’, but rather ‘a con-
cept with blurred edges’ (Wittgenstein 2009 [1953]: 37, 38).

A second, complementary, explanation for why it is difficult to 
define prosperity draws on the psychoanalytic argument that language 
and signification are always incomplete. Any attempt to describe some-
thing with words ends up in a cycle of perpetual deferral. A concept or an 
object can be described through predication, but this assertion can only 
point to a set of attributes or markers, without fully capturing the essence 
of the concept or thing beyond the cluster of attributes. Language can 
never present us with a full account of meaning or reality; it can only 
describe them in partial and incomplete ways. Peter Dews makes this 
point clearly in his analysis of Lacan’s theory of language: ‘No definition 
of a linguistic term can be self-​explanatory, so that the explication of 
meaning involves the potentially indefinite series of interpretive substitu-
tions made possible by the language as a whole’ (2007 [1987]: 74). Dews 
points out that within this theoretical framework, ostension (pointing 
out examples or instances) cannot be a sufficient way of defining words. 
The aim of ostension is to connect words to things in the world through a 
process of differentiation, but even at this elementary level this connec-
tion is bound to fail if one kind of a thing cannot be clearly differentiated 
from another, and ‘the attempt to establish a privileged point at which 
language would hook directly on to the world is condemned to failure’ 
(2007 [1987]: 73; see also Boothby, 2019: 170–​2). Language is effective, 
but it is only ever an attempt at representation.

Yet, at the same time, language permits us to experience things as 
having a stable and coherent identity in the face of partiality and change 
(Laclau 2005: Ch. 4; Z﻿̌iz﻿̌ek 2008 [1989]: Ch. 3, 2014: Ch. 4). Naming and 
labelling allow us to consolidate things into unities, albeit fragile ones, 
and to impose a certain amount of order on the world through the use of 
language. Once a name or label bestows an identity upon an object, that 
object’s existence can appear stable even if all of its objective properties 
change over time. When a name or label bestows an identity upon a set 
of different objects, establishing relations between them, the objects in 
question appear to have an objective common ground by virtue of this 
articulation (as with the example of games). Language, then, produces 
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two contradictory effects: on the one hand, it alienates us from the world, 
making it feel beyond reach because of the impossibility of fully describ-
ing and symbolising it; on the other hand, it grounds us as subjects in 
the world by helping us consolidate and unify our experience of people, 
things and processes.

However, we must recognise that the linguistic terms at play here 
are also ones in which subjects are politically, socially and psychologi-
cally invested (Z﻿̌iz﻿̌ek, 2014: 214–​15). These include identity categories 
related to gender, ethnicity/​race and class, as well as concepts such as 
‘community’, which can carry historical significance in defining the iden-
tity and aspirations of people in relation to the culture and history of 
their area, and their conceptions of the good life (for example, Mintchev 
& Moore, 2017). In the context of such heavily invested terms, language 
is a vehicle of both power and agency, and it can have both constraining 
and empowering effects. On one level, the linguistic categories and the 
concomitant social norms that are imposed on the subject in any given 
context circumscribe the range of identities that the subject can develop. 
On another level, these same categories and norms are the condition 
of possibility of agency, because they can be subverted, reinterpreted, 
rejected or actively accepted and taken up (McNay, 2000: 3). This is why 
analyses of language and representation can be used to critique power –​ 
especially with regard to essentialist stereotypes that reproduce and jus-
tify social inequalities (for example Butler, 1990; Hall, 2017) –​ as well 
as to call for new types of agency by articulating novel configurations of 
identity as the basis for emancipatory social movements (for example 
Laclau & Mouffe, 2001 [1985]).

This theoretical view of language as both constraining and enabling 
has important implications for how we understand prosperity as a con-
cept that is at the centre of a project for social change. Prosperity is a 
term whose referent is evasive; not only is it impossible to fully describe 
prosperity as a cluster of attributes (because of the slippage and defer-
ral that characterise the process of describing a referent), but even if 
we could define it as a cluster of attributes, the complex and context-​
specific nature of the concept makes it impossible to agree on a fixed set 
of attributes that could then be used to determine if a referent satisfies 
the description. So while the singularity of the signifier creates the antici-
pation of a single, consolidated definition, as well as a clearly delineated 
set of instances that fit this definition, the complexity of social realities 
and the multiple experiences that make up prosperity as the good life 
cannot be summarised by a single term (for a similar argument about the 
categories of gender, see Butler, 2011 [1993]: 165). At the same time, 
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the discourse of prosperity (defined as the good life) has the potential 
to connect and consolidate a diverse range of actors, capabilities, pro-
jects and resources into a network that can mobilise effectively in order 
to respond to emergent challenges. This network is what in Chapter 1 we 
call ‘prosperity as an assemblage’. The point we add here is that the word 
‘prosperity’ and the discursive practices that reiterate it not only name 
the assemblage but also support its unity; they help to keep it together 
and to connect its different elements, albeit with the necessary support 
of active and deliberate co-​ordinating activities.

Such consolidation is brought about by articulating the multiple 
elements as parts of a broader project with a shared name, as well as 
by articulating the different elements as working towards shared aspira-
tions, shared visions of the world that we want to achieve, and the pro-
cesses through which we would like to achieve it. Consider as an example 
a community in which there is a business concerned with locally sourced 
and sustainable food production, a café where elderly people meet to 
socialise, a housing association that supports residents facing pressures 
to relocate, a group of academics researching young people’s mental 
health, a charity campaigning for the preservation of green spaces, a 
start-​up developing new technologies for affordable electricity, and a 
church that offers food support to low-​income households. All of these 
actors make a specific contribution to securing a better quality of life or a 
more sustainable way of living for themselves and their community. The 
notion of prosperity as an assemblage, however, suggests that prosperity 
cannot be sufficiently understood or achieved as an aggregate of indi-
vidual actors, capabilities and resources without co-​ordination and col-
laboration that lead to innovative solutions to problems (see Chapter 1). 
Of course, interactions and collaborations may already be taking place, 
and some or all of the community’s project-​leading actors may see them-
selves –​ and be seen by others –​ as working towards a bigger collective 
vision of a good life. This vision, furthermore, may be associated with the 
term prosperity, but the function of a discourse of prosperity is to sup-
port and strengthen these collaborations, while encouraging investment 
in the capabilities and resources that will contribute to the realisation 
of the shared visions in question. This is achieved by building on local 
usage, narratives and experiences in order to co-​design a discursive fram-
ing of social transformation for a multitude of diverse projects.

Central to the IGP’s approach is the idea that prosperity is not only 
an academic and policy construct, associated with a corresponding set 
of debates, concerns, and forms of discourse and knowledge, but also 
a construct of communities and sectors outside academia/​policy who 
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might understand the concept through a different set of experiences 
and knowledges (see Moore & Woodcraft, 2019; Woodcraft et al., 2020; 
Jallad et al., 2022). The practice of co-​design aims to create partner-
ships across a broad range of stakeholders, in order to create a prosperity 
model that is representative of a wide range of knowledges coming from 
different social and institutional positions. If accomplished, this process 
of co-​design should lead to an epistemological decentring, as well as a 
transformation of the power dynamics of contestation over whose dis-
courses are rendered legitimate.

Different types of discourse vary in the degree of authorisation 
and legitimacy they are ascribed in public life, and this is linked to the 
positions of the speakers and institutions from which the discourse origi-
nates, as well as to the content of what is said and how it is presented. 
Heterogeneous fields of discourse, with multiple enunciations, different 
positionalities and multiple narratives, are characterised by contesta-
tions, conflicts and power inequalities that are reproduced –​ and some-
times challenged and undermined –​ by the actions of actors with different 
agendas and interests (Bourdieu, 1991; Thompson, 1990: 154–​62). The 
IGP practice of co-​design between various institutions and stakeholders, 
including members of the public, is an attempt to reconfigure the hori-
zon of collaboration and competition by focusing on co-​production and 
sharing of resources (rather than on competing for them) as the basis for 
driving social transformation.

The notion of meaning deployed when we refer to the meaning of 
prosperity in the context of our theory is a very specific one. It entails 
a description of multiple elements, whose relationship to one another is 
dynamic, flexible and open to different configurations across space and 
time. Experiences of prosperity as the good life –​ insofar as they entail 
multiple dimensions of social, economic and political life –​ are never 
fixed, and neither are the referents of the term that represents those 
experiences. The process of building prosperity is thus always unfinished; 
it can address various challenges, improve quality of life, and contribute 
to more sustainable futures and regenerate the planet, but it can never 
reach a terminal point at which prosperity has been fully achieved or real-
ised in all its complexity. In other words, the pathway has no ending; it 
only has gains and losses. Prosperity, in this sense, is a goal that can never 
be fully completed, and this has very specific implications for how we 
understand it, and what the possibilities and limitations are in defining 
and describing it. As we argued in Chapter 1, analytically speaking pros-
perity is not an entity or a steady state, but rather a dynamic assemblage 
set in the context of intersecting systems (social, economic, ecological, 
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infrastructural). Reconceptualising and redefining prosperity involves 
repositioning the contextualised elements of the assemblage in new sets 
of relations, transforming values and metaphors to provide for new con-
figurations and emergent affordances: a constant becoming of prosperity.

2.4  Prosperity: concepts, theories and methods

In consequence, when redefining prosperity for the twenty-​first century, 
there can be no over-​reliance on any one factor. As argued in the previ-
ous section, prosperity defies any easy or unambiguous definition. But if 
this is the case then how should we understand its nature and structure, 
how can we create it and build it, how can individuals and communities 
identify it and identify with it? Concepts, of course, take work; they do 
not arrive fully formed out of the head of Medusa. What is more, they 
change over time and find renewed purpose and relevance. Precisely 
because of the public and policy demands for relevance, we need to have 
some means of understanding what elements signify prosperity, and 
some understanding of how prosperity as a concept can be operation-
alised and tested. Current debates around the redefinition of prosperity 
actually deploy a number of different conceptualisations, definitions and 
operationalisations. These provide for productive debate about what are 
the specific sets of objects, provisions, infrastructures and experiences in 
the material world that can be identified as signalling prosperity for indi-
viduals, communities, neighbourhoods, cities and regions.

Philosophically, one of the difficulties in pointing to the prosperity 
that these questions raise is closely related to the challenge of determin-
ing whether the relationship between prosperity and the various ele-
ments that the term represents is one of equivalence or one of inference 
(see Eco, 1984: 35–​6). Take for example the notion of ‘good-​quality and 
secure livelihoods’, which is a key component of prosperity. Is its relation-
ship to prosperity one of equivalence, whereby having a good-​quality and 
secure livelihood is equivalent to being prosperous or having prosperity? 
Or is the relationship one of inference, where, if one has a good-​quality 
and secure livelihood, we infer that one is also prosperous or has prosper-
ity? To ask the same question from a slightly different angle: is ‘having 
a good-​quality and secure livelihood’ the answer to the question ‘what 
does prosperity mean to you?’, or is it the answer to ‘what do you need 
in order to be prosperous or have prosperity?’ Regardless of whether the 
relationship is of equivalence or inference, we are faced with a significant 
philosophical challenge. If the relationship is one of equivalence, then 
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we have the question of how many elements or components of prosperity 
we need in order to say that a person or community is prosperous or has 
prosperity. Is it one element? All elements? Or a number somewhere in 
between? Alternatively, if the relationship is one of inference, then the 
challenge becomes one of describing or identifying the prosperity, or the 
state of being prosperous, that emerges beyond these elements once they 
are in place. If a good-​quality and secure livelihood leads to (as opposed 
to equates to) prosperity, the question then becomes about what exactly 
prosperity is and how it differs from a life with a good and secure liveli-
hood. When prosperity is equated with wealth, ostension and reference 
appear to be a straightforward matter of pointing to examples of wealth, 
such as money or assets. However, when prosperity is defined as the good 
life and operationalised into multidimensional prosperity models, the 
processes of ostension and reference become very challenging.

To address these issues, it helps to turn to a brief reflection on the 
relationship between concepts, theories, methods and metrics, since they 
are at the heart of the question of what is prosperity and how it should 
be empirically, as well as philosophically, determined. Redefining pros-
perity is about reconceptualising it –​ away from income-​based indicators 
and aggregate GDP growth –​ towards a more heterogeneous set of char-
acteristics based on a different way of valuing quality of life. However, 
this process of reconceptualisation is ongoing, and new metaphors come 
into play as redefinition proceeds, because new data emerges, and we 
need new metaphors, mechanisms and means for representing emerg-
ing elements: a new language. Conceptualisation also responds to the 
diversity of voices, stakeholders, locales and visions. Bringing commu-
nities into the process entails new perspectives and approaches. New 
challenges also emerge. For example, we have to think very hard at this 
moment about what prosperity is and entails under conditions of climate 
and ecological uncertainty.

While a concept is an abstract notion or mental representation, 
a way of focusing on what is at issue, a theory is a set of explanatory 
propositions or credible explanations about the particular subject or 
set of processes that the concept brings into view. Concepts are useful 
because they bring things into focus and set the frame. Theories are only 
useful if they provide us with a deeper understanding of the problem in 
the world we are thinking about or focusing on. Rethinking prosperity 
thus entails new conceptualisations and new theories. The boundary 
between theories and concepts is a not a rigid one precisely because 
theories are about how elements or constructs within conceptualisations 
interrelate. Nomological networks are a key part of theory development 
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(Newman et al., 2015; Saad, 2020; Zhang & Venkatesh, 2017; Verma &  
Khatri, 2021), because they provide representations of the concepts 
under consideration (wellbeing, livelihoods, quality of life) and their 
interrelationships. For example, what is the relationship between sus-
tainability and wellbeing? Nomological networks allow for the devel-
opment of theoretical propositions that specify the interrelationships 
and linkages between different elements. For example, as democratic 
participation improves, life satisfaction rises. This process has the effect 
of operationalising concepts or constructs, allowing them to be studied 
and measured empirically. The work already conducted on prosperity, as 
well as related studies of wellbeing and quality of life, has demonstrated 
that while the interrelationships between different elements provide pat-
terns, they also exhibit variance (Moore et al., 2020; Joshanloo et al., 
2019; Ruggeri et al., 2020; Diener et al., 2010; Ng & Diener, 2019). In 
addition, the boundaries between theories, models and metrics are fuzzy 
and often porous. Prosperity models of the kind discussed in Chapter 1 
and illustrated in Figure 2.1 are useful if they supply us with a deeper 
understanding of theories and of how different propositions, terms and 
processes within theories interrelate. A model is a more basic or scaled-​
down version of a theory; while a model is descriptive, a theory is both 
explanatory and descriptive. One of the purposes of a model is to explain 
or elucidate a theory (or set of theories) and allow the testing of proposi-
tions (are different elements related to each other or not, and if so how?), 
and this testing in turn allows the determination of methods, metrics and 
data collection.

As discussed in Chapter 1, there is a broad range of views regarding 
which dimensions or elements should be included in the measurement of 
prosperity. For example, the Legatum Prosperity Index has three domains, 
with four pillars within each domain: Inclusive Societies (safety and secu-
rity, personal freedom, governance and social capital); Open Economies 
(investment environment, enterprise conditions, infrastructure and mar-
ket access, and economic quality); Empowered People (living conditions, 
health, education and natural environment) (Legatum Institute, 2020, 
2021a, 2021b). The OECD Better Life Index includes eleven topics: hous-
ing, income, jobs, community, education, environment, civic engage-
ment, health, life satisfaction, safety and work–​life balance (OECD, 
2020). The criteria for selection, and especially for the delineation of 
boundaries between domains/​pillars/​topics and their associated indica-
tors, are closely linked both to prior conceptualisations of prosperity and 
to implicit theories about the relationships between elements, as well as 
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to ideas about assumed overlap between associated concepts, including 
wellbeing and quality of life (Otoiu et al., 2014; Durand, 2015; Phillips, 
2006). In addition, as discussed in Chapter 1, individual indicators within 
pillars/​topics/​sections are often given differential weighting to signal 
varying degrees of importance, value or determination. These weight-
ings, plus the various criteria for selection and decisions about bound-
ary delineation, are often discussed in technical papers or descriptions of 
index construction, but they are rarely linked back to any sustained theo-
retical or conceptual discussion of what constitutes prosperity (Legatum 
Institute 2021a, 2021b; Durand, 2015). The dimensions and indicators 
chosen are driven by implicit values embedded in conceptualisations and 
theories. Given the large array of elements constituting and driving pros-
perity in different contexts, it is crucial to interrogate how researchers 
and policy makers identify the relevant underlying factors constituting 
and driving prosperity. Clearly not everything can be included, and since 
not everything can be included there have to be mechanisms (theories 
and models) for reducing the large array of variables to a smaller num-
ber of derived variables. This process is further complicated by the scale 
at which analysis proceeds; what is relevant for individual prosperity is 
not governed by the same criteria of selection, weighting and interrela-
tion between elements as community-​level or national prosperity (Moore 
et al., 2020; Joshanloo et al., 2019).

The redefinition of prosperity must work through an empirically 
oriented and pluralistic approach that allows new conceptualisations 
to emerge. The different elements that make up prosperity do coalesce 
and group into overlapping dimensions or domains, but these are not 
analytically or experientially distinct or discrete. The views of multiple 
stakeholders allow the determination of the character of prosperity (see 
Chapter 1) in each locale and comparison between locales. They also 
permit the integration of value elements, like culture, history and iden-
tity, alongside elements connected to larger-​scale economic, ecological 
and social processes, such as infrastructure and investment. The aim is 
to provide an integrated, multidimensional and multiscalar framework 
for conceptualising and assessing quality of life and prosperity (and path-
ways towards future prosperity) that takes account of local concerns and 
actualities, as well as larger-​scale processes and trends, but the focus of 
analysis and policy is the local level (see Chapter 1 for discussions of the 
meaning and definition of the local), and the particular assemblage of 
elements that characterises it.
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2.5  Conclusion: not just words

In this chapter we have argued that redefining prosperity for the twenty-​
first century is intimately connected, as it must be, to the politics of signi-
fication, its aim being to question and reframe the status quo. We began 
by demonstrating the importance of understanding how language works 
in the world, drawing on linguistics and philosophy, and discussing what 
is at stake in attempts to drive change and re-​present the world to our-
selves and to others. Language is key to new ways of framing and know-
ing, and metaphor plays a central role in redescribing reality, setting up 
new epistemic affinities, forms of relationality, and affordances. It is its 
connective power that is most often evident, providing new openings, 
allowing us to use language (and subsequently concepts, theories and 
methods) to shape alternative ways of thinking and acting. Metaphor is 
extensive and allows for social innovation and experimentation. This is 
why the development of constructs in the social and natural sciences is so 
dependent on metaphorical thinking, where new possibilities drive new 
questions and new models. However, it is not only, or even primarily, in 
scientific discourse that this process unfurls, because public and policy 
discourses have this potential also.

As discussed earlier, the redefinition of prosperity is not a shared 
singular narrative, and investigating how narratives are negotiated and 
reproduced allows for the exploration of their role in social change pro-
cesses and the delineation of alternative future pathways to prosperity 
(Wittmayer et al., 2019). Prosperity is the result of several intersecting 
logics, metaphorical chains of association deployed by different sets 
of actors in contexts of power and the determinations of place, history 
and culture. These differential deployments provide for the creation 
of new meanings, arising at the intersection of multiple perspectives 
and discourses, maintaining the relevance of debates on prosperity to 
people, places and changing circumstances. The very lively character 
of the current debate on redefining prosperity (and its related terms, 
such as wellbeing and sustainability) is evidence of the process of mean-
ing transformation. However, this is not just a matter of words, but of 
interventions and practices in the world, many of which are connected 
to policy and investment decisions. The ongoing development of pros-
perity as a constitutive metaphor frees it from the restriction of current 
dominant economic models, and connects it through multi-​stakeholder 
deliberation to situated understandings and relationships. In short, it 
allows for new forms of recognition, in part through the destabilising of 
existing boundaries and boundary assumptions, and allows assemblages 
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of elements to be reassembled through shifting forms of value, power 
and governance (Blanco-​Wells, 2021), elucidating new potential path-
ways to prosperity. This is one of the consequences of what Bourdieu 
has called a theory effect: ‘by expressing in a coherent and empirically 
valid discourse what was previously ignored, … science transforms the 
representation of the social world as well as simultaneously transform-
ing the social world itself, at least to the extent that it renders possible 
practices that conform to this transformed representation’ (Bourdieu, 
1991: 133).

The discussion of metaphor, concepts, theories, models and met-
rics in this chapter (and in Chapter 1) lays the ground for a theory of 
change explaining how new concepts, ideas, values and methods can 
strengthen capabilities and support aspirations for a better social world. 
This is why collaborations and partnerships are of crucial importance, as 
is the implementation of mechanisms and methods (such as citizen sci-
ence) that encourage inclusion and participation. The success of a given 
articulation, however, is never guaranteed. Collaboratively formulating 
a vision of prosperity and presenting it as a framework for change does 
not mean that it will be taken seriously by all. For a newly articulated 
transformative vision of prosperity to gain legitimacy and convince peo-
ple that it is worthwhile, it has to demonstrate its value and its potential 
to benefit the community. This is the case even if the vision in question 
is operationalised by local partnerships, built on the basis of local termi-
nologies, and designed to respond to local challenges. Our view is that 
the best way to demonstrate the value of a theory is by producing tangi-
ble outcomes that benefit stakeholders and lead to positive change. The 
delivery of outcomes is essential for legitimising both the concept and 
the aspirations it represents, including the aspiration to enhance and 
consolidate locally embedded assemblages (Moore & Woodcraft, 2019; 
Mintchev et al., 2019; Shehabi et al., 2021).

Examining prosperity as a constitutive metaphor draws attention 
to the central set of relationships that comprise it, providing a series of 
responses to questions concerning its nature and character. It also creates 
a series of means and mechanisms for focusing on and maximising atten-
tion to complex realities, through what Tsing has called the art of notic-
ing (Tsing, 2015). Metaphors are not just simple semantic variations, 
because they work through processes of identity and difference to create 
new opportunities both epistemological and ontological. Key here, as we 
have argued throughout this chapter, is the focus on locale, the situated 
context of relationships and assemblages. Locale is not just a backdrop, 
but a form of entanglement, a space/​place where emergent processes and 
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interdependencies can be explored. The multidimensionality of interrela-
tionships between elements in specific contexts allows for the identification 
of additional levers for policy intervention, driving forward the possibili-
ties for social innovation to address situated challenges. Plurality of voices, 
approaches, ideas and values offers new ways of conceptualising prosper-
ity and of identifying new ways of being and acting in the world that can 
lead to the realisation of alternative pathways to prosperity: 

every situation can be cracked open from the inside, reconfigured 
in a different regime of perception and signification. To reconfig-
ure the landscape of what can be seen and what can be thought is 
to alter the field of the possible and the distribution of capacities 
and incapacities. … This is what a process of political subjectivation 
consists in: in the action of uncounted capacities that crack open 
the unity of the given and the obviousness of the visible, in order to 
sketch a new topography of the possible.

(Rancière 2009: 49)
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3
Local meanings and ‘sticky’  
measures of the good life:  
redefining prosperity with and 
for communities in east London
Henrietta L. Moore and Saffron Woodcraft

3.1  Introduction

In the context of the ‘cost-​of-​living crisis’, levelling up ‘left-​behind’ areas 
and ‘building back better’ post-​Covid and post-​Brexit, what it means 
to prosper is once again at the forefront of political debates in the UK. 
A version of prosperity that is concurrent with the growth of material 
wealth has dominated economic and political systems for over two hun-
dred years (Moore, 2015; Cassiers, 2014). As discussed in Chapters 1 
and 2, this vision has propelled a singular global development agenda 
focused on wealth creation driven by economic growth. GDP, as the 
dominant measure of economic activity, has become the default meas-
ure (and metaphor; see Chapter 2) of societal prosperity. The widening 
gap in quality of life and opportunity between those who benefit from 
the value created and extracted in our economies and societies and those 
who do not has resulted in a well-​established case for looking for meas-
ures of progress beyond economic growth and GDP (Fioramonti, 2017; 
Jackson, 2017; OECD, 2020; Moore, 2015; Raworth, 2017; Stiglitz, Sen 
& Fitoussi, 2010; Stiglitz, 2011; World Bank Commission on Growth and 
Development, 2008, 2010; Spence & Leipziger, 2010).

Describing empirical research undertaken with citizen scientists 
and communities in east London, we present findings that challenge the 
orthodox understanding of prosperity as material wealth, as described 
in the first two chapters. We argue that empirical research in diverse 
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contexts must provide the basis for new theoretical insights if scholars 
and policy makers are to understand how situated cultural and political 
imaginaries, local circumstances and systemic interdependencies inter-
sect to enable or inhibit prosperity. From this research we have developed 
a set of metrics with citizen scientists –​ the Prosperity Index –​ that can be 
used to interrogate prosperity at the local level, to measure progress on 
policy aimed at improving prosperity for communities, and to provide a 
tool to hold policy makers to account.

3.2  Redefining and localising prosperity

Successive UK governments have perpetuated a crisis of so-​called left-​
behind places (Tomaney & Pike, 2020) with the most recent efforts to 
tackle the UK ‘productivity puzzle’ seen in the 2017 Industrial Strategy 
(Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy, 2017), Local Industrial 
Strategies (Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy, 2018), City Deals, 
and rhetorical statements such as ‘levelling up’ and ‘building back better’ 
set out in the government’s ‘plan for growth’ (HM Treasury, 2021). As 
analysed by Moore and Collins (2021), and further examined in the next 
chapter, we have shown that these policies constitute a form of trickle-​
down economics (Dabla-​Norris et al., 2015). Nonetheless, a commitment 
to localising action through such policy documents signals a shift in the 
way prosperity is conceptualised, opening up avenues for a diversity of 
context-​specific understandings and aspirations to emerge and shape 
how prosperity is envisaged in policy. These UK policy frameworks reflect 
a global ‘post-​GDP’ discourse that seeks to broaden debates about what 
economic activity should return to societies and to expand prosperity 
measures beyond economic growth and rising household incomes. As a 
consequence, new measures of subjective wellbeing, happiness, quality 
of life, and prosperity, have proliferated in recent years, as detailed in 
Chapter 1. These high-​level comparative frameworks provide trends data 
that can guide macro policy decisions. The most powerful of these is the 
Legatum UK Prosperity Index (Legatum Institute, 2022), which provides 
data from 2012 to 2022 at the local authority level across the UK to try to 
identify constraints on prosperity and where levelling up is taking place. 
The index is based on existing data sets but does not attempt to gather 
enhanced knowledge and understanding about prosperity as a lived 
experience shaped by situated social and cultural values and dynamic, 
place-​specific factors. Despite an emerging discourse that critiques the 
association of prosperity with material wealth and growth, as discussed 
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in Chapter 1, little research has been done on how prosperity is concep-
tualised differently across places, cultures and generations, how histori-
cal interdependencies and past interventions shape diverse imaginaries 
of the good life, and how lived experiences of prosperity intersect with, 
or diverge from, state-​led visions and policies.1 As outlined in Chapter 1, 
new methodological and theoretical approaches are needed that interro-
gate questions of power, place, contingency, subjectivity and difference, 
alongside analyses of material conditions, in order to fully account for 
the diversity of ideas about what it means to live a prosperous life, the 
multiple ways people act on these visions, and the situated effects of the 
systems, frameworks and conditions that shape opportunities.

As a case in point, this chapter examines what prosperity means 
in a specific context by presenting data from community-​based research 
involving citizen scientists and people living and working in two bor-
oughs in east London. Since 2009, east London has been the focus of a 
co-​ordinated strategic programme by national and local government to 
close the gap in performance and prospects between the wealthiest and 
poorest communities (Mayor of London, n.d.) and to deliver shared pros-
perity as the legacy of London’s 2012 Olympic Games. In this chapter, 
we first situate this research geographically and in relation to London’s 
Olympic legacy policy, which celebrated its tenth anniversary in 2022. 
Second, we present empirical data about prosperity in east London, 
which provides the basis for new theoretical and conceptual insights 
developed in section 3.3. Third, we demonstrate how community-​led 
research generates a context-​specific prosperity model, which provides 
the basis for developing ‘sticky measures’, new metrics that reflect issues 
of specific value and concern to individuals and communities in east 
London. The idea of ‘stickiness’ refers here to indicators of prosperity 
that resonate with lived experience and local priorities (Whitby et al., 
2014), as opposed to indicators such as GDP and job growth that fail to 
reflect lived realities of inequality, in-​work poverty, and economic exclu-
sion and insecurity.

3.3  Prosperity in east London: citizen science  
and local prosperity pathways

[T]‌he facts remain that people in [east London] earn less, have 
fewer qualifications, are more likely to be unemployed, live in poor 
and overcrowded housing, be a victim of crime and die younger than 
an average Londoner. This has been true since Victorian times and 
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has blighted the lives of successive generations whilst at the same 
time holding back the performance of the East London economy.

(Growth Borough Partnership, 2016)

East London has a history of poverty, deprivation and disadvan-
tage in relation to the rest of the city that has driven interventions by 
policy makers and philanthropists for over 200 years (see Figure 3.1). 
In 2007, London won the bid to host the 2012 Olympic Games on the 
basis of a legacy promise of social and economic regeneration for east 

Figure 3.1  Differences in prosperity across London.

Source: Legatum Institute, 2022
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London (MacRury & Poynter, 2009). The Mayor’s Office and London’s six 
Olympic host boroughs2 adopted the convergence framework as the stra-
tegic policy agenda to guide legacy investments. The goal of convergence 
was to close the gap in prospects and prosperity between people living in 
the poorest and wealthiest areas of the city within 20 years of the Games 
(Mayor of London, n.d.).

Development-​led regeneration in and around the Olympic Park was 
conceived as the vehicle to drive this transformation. By 2030, up to ten 
thousand new homes in five new neighbourhoods, a new cultural and 
educational quarter and commercial office space to attract major cultural 
institutions and employers, public realm improvements, schools, shops, 
community centres and infrastructure will have been provided in the 
Olympic Park (Olympic Park Legacy Company, 2011). However, patterns 
of urban development in London and other global cities demonstrate a 
very uneven distribution of gains from major regeneration investments, 
with low-​income neighbourhoods disproportionately affected by ris-
ing land and property prices (Lees & White, 2020; Lees, Slater & Wyly, 
2013) and little evidence that development-​led regeneration delivers 
wider socioeconomic benefits to communities (What Works Centre for 
Local Economic Growth, 2015).

The Olympic Park borders four London boroughs: Hackney, 
Newham, Tower Hamlets and Waltham Forest. The majority of develop-
ment related to the Olympic legacy has to date taken place in Hackney 
and Newham. In 2015, the research team of the IGP designed qualita-
tive field research in three small areas in Hackney and Newham. The 
Legatum UK Prosperity Index (Legatum Institute, 2022) for Newham and 
Hackney provides aggregate data for a 10-​year period at the local author-
ity level (see Figures 3.2 and 3.3). Both areas appear to have improved 
their prosperity rankings over time: Hackney ranks 154 out of 374 local 
authorities in the UK, with a prosperity score that has improved from 
49.4 to 54.2 over the period; Newham is ranked 235 with an improved 
score of 52.7 as compared to 47.5 10 years earlier. While the Legatum 
Index is the most detailed available compiled from existing data sources, 
the breakdown of the scores emphasises how complex local conditions 
are. In Hackney, economic quality has risen from 50.3 to 61.6, and living 
conditions from 44.3 to 47.8, but safety and security has fallen from 43 
to 38.4, social capital from 46.9 to 44.7, and health from 52.1 to 47.9. 
Comparable figures for Newham show improvements in economic qual-
ity from 43.6 to 53.5, in living conditions from 45.7 to 50.8, and in safety 
and security from 40.9 to 41.1, but declines in health from 56.2 to 48.7. 
Figures for the natural environment for Hackney show a rise from 41.4 
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Figure 3.2  Prosperity over time: Hackney.

Source: Legatum Institute, 2022

Figure 3.3  Prosperity over time: Newham.

Source: Legatum Institute, 2022
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to 54.6, but that still leaves the area with a rank of 325 out of 374 across 
the UK. Newham scores 50.0 for natural environment, up from 39.8, but 
with an overall UK ranking of 369, which equates to a fall of three points 
in rank over the 10-​year period. These kinds of questions and inconsisten-
cies always arise with aggregate figures (see Chapters 1 and 2), but they 
underscore the importance of interpreting figures and of understanding 
the intersections between different dimensions of prosperity as they are 
assembled in specific locales over time from the point of view of citizens/​
residents and other stakeholders.

The aim of the IGP research in the three selected neighbour-
hoods surrounding east London’s Olympic Park (the Prosperity in east 
London study) was to examine prosperity, as concept, lived experience 
and policy goal. The object was to assess prosperity in context and to 
identify if, and how, prosperity strategies developed by policy makers 
converge, and diverge from lived experience. The research explored 
three questions. What does prosperity mean to people living and work-
ing in east London? What enables and what inhibits prosperity in east 
London? What would a prosperity model and metrics look like if they 
were designed by citizens and communities and based on local needs, 
aspirations and priorities?

3.3.1 R esearch methodology

Data was collected by a team of 10 citizen scientists working with IGP’s 
interdisciplinary academic team in Hackney and Newham. The citizen 
scientists lived, and sometimes also worked, in the three research sites 
and were recruited through a publicly advertised process. Selection was 
based on knowledge of, and interest in, their neighbourhoods and social 
and economic change in east London. No prior research experience was 
necessary, as applied research training and support was provided by 
IGP during the project (including research ethics, research methods, 
data collection, data management and qualitative data analysis). The 
citizen scientists were employed by IGP for the duration of the training 
and research.

The citizen science cohort comprised five women and five men aged 
between 18 and 60 years old from different cultural, ethnic, social and 
professional backgrounds. The cohort included a community worker, a 
learning and inclusion expert, a youth leader, an artist, a self-​employed 
music publicist, a stay-​at-​home parent, a tailor, and two people who 
worked in cultural industries. Seven of the citizen scientists had lived 
or worked in the neighbourhoods for most or all of their lives; the other 
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three had lived or worked locally for between one and three years. The 
citizen scientists brought diverse forms of local knowledge to the pro-
ject, including perspectives on the effects and implications of social and 
economic change based on experiences of growing up or living locally, 
embodied knowledge of how local space is used, and insights into local 
decision making. These forms of knowledge added nuance to ‘official’ 
accounts of life in the neighbourhood based on public statistics and gov-
ernment reports.

The citizen scientists used a combination of semi-​structured inter-
views and group discussions with people living and working in the three 
neighbourhoods to collect 256 accounts that explored situated meanings 
and experiences of prosperity (see Figure 3.4).

A grounded approach to data analysis was adopted by the research 
team. Citizen scientists were trained in inductive coding and developed 
thematic data analysis to reflect general categories of understanding and 
experience of prosperity. Sentiment analysis was then applied to the the-
matic data to identify whether a single theme, such as social inclusion or 
the quality of local work, was described in positive, negative or neutral 
terms, and whether patterns in the distribution of sentiment were observ-
able across the three research sites. Frequency analysis of thematic data 
was undertaken to identify the most common issues in each research site 
(Guest, MacQueen & Namey, 2012).

Figure 3.4  Data points by research method for prosperity in east 
London.

Source: IGP, 2015
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3.3.2 R esearch sites

The Olympic Park borders four London boroughs: Hackney, Newham, 
Tower Hamlets, and Waltham Forest. Most of the development related 
to the Olympic legacy has to date taken place in Hackney and Newham. 
Three small areas in these two London boroughs were selected as research 
sites: East Village and Stratford in Newham, and Hackney Wick in 
Hackney (Figure 3.5). Each research site has a different spatial and tem-
poral relationship to the Olympic legacy regeneration programme: East 
Village is the first new Olympic neighbourhood; Hackney Wick is expe-
riencing considerable residential and commercial development that is 
attracting new residents and businesses to the area (Hackney Council, 
2012; Mayor of London, 2021). Regeneration in Stratford was underway 
before the Olympics (Westfield Stratford City shopping centre opened 
in 2011 and Stratford International Station in 2009) but the residential 
building in the area was accelerated by the Olympics (London Legacy 
Development Corporation, 2016).

The sites were chosen because they are illustrative of different ‘types’ 
of east London neighbourhood. East Village is a new, planned neigh-
bourhood in the Olympic Park, broadly representative of development-​
led regeneration programmes that are attracting new residents to east 
London; Stratford and Hackney Wick are established neighbourhood 
centres with a mix of housing, commercial and public spaces. Hackney 
Wick has a strong identity as the artistic and creative centre of east 

Figure 3.5  Map of research sites for the prosperity in east 
London study.

Source: IGP, 2015
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London. At the time of the research, the neighbourhood had more than 
600 studios and the highest concentration of businesses in the Olympic 
Park legacy regeneration area.3 Consequently, the area has distinct popu-
lation groups: resident artists, employees in creative industries and the 
remaining light industries, boat dwellers who live on the canals, and peo-
ple who do not identify as part of the creative or artistic communities 
living in other areas, including the Trowbridge Estate, one of the largest 
established areas of residential housing in the neighbourhood.

The three research sites are ‘typical’ of east London inasmuch as they 
are super​diverse, reflecting a diversification of diversity (Vertovec, 2007) in 
terms of ethnicity, country of origin, and a multiplicity of other significant 
variables, such as legal and socioeconomic status, that affect where and 
how people live together. These superdiverse communities experience high 
rates of population change, but they exist alongside long-​established com-
munities with more stable populations. 2011 Census data shows that 55 per 
cent of Newham’s population were born outside the UK (Office for National 
Statistics, 2011), while population data published by Hackney Council 
shows that 89 different languages are spoken in the borough (Hackney 
Council Policy and Insight Team, 2019). Each neighbourhood research 
site has a long history of deprivation linked to processes of deindustrialisa-
tion and migration, and each is experiencing rapid social, economic and 
material changes associated with the Olympic legacy and wider processes 
of urban development. In 2015, at the time of this research, median house-
hold incomes were rising at the borough level, and deprivation levels were 
falling in Hackney and Newham. However, borough-​level data obscures 
high rates of deprivation and disadvantage that are spatially concentrated 
in local neighbourhoods such as the research sites included in this project. 
For example, at the time the research was carried out, Hackney Wick was in 
the top 2 per cent of most deprived wards in London and the top 5 per cent 
of most deprived wards in England (LBH Policy and Partnerships, 2015). At 
a borough level Hackney had the second-​highest proportion of working-​age 
people claiming workless benefits and the second-​highest rate of childhood 
poverty in London, yet it was one of the least affordable London boroughs 
for housing (LBH Policy and Partnerships, 2015). Similarly, Newham and 
Tower Hamlets reported some of the highest rates of unemployment, low 
pay and child poverty in the capital.

The strong connection between place and deprivation in east 
London provided the rationale for using a place-​based research method-
ology rather than examining prosperity in relation to specific population 
cohorts or cultural groups. A small-​area research site –​ approximately 
two Census Output Areas, or 250 households, the smallest statistical 
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and administrative geography in England and Wales –​ was selected in 
each neighbourhood for the purpose of gathering highly localised data. 
The rationale for working in small geographical areas was that it would 
test the hypothesis that different neighbourhoods would have different 
‘prosperity narratives’ that would require different forms of action. There 
is growing recognition that such localised approaches can help policy  
makers and citizens to engage effectively with context-​specific social 
challenges such as the ways in which spatial concentrations of advantage 
and disadvantage intersect with and reinforce forms of inequality. This 
has become even more crucial for Covid recovery planning for places like 
Newham, where citizens experience multiple forms of deprivation which 
are often hidden in aggregate-​level data that relates to London generally.

The next section presents empirical accounts of prosperity and 
focuses on the conceptual distinctions people make between the founda-
tions of prosperity (the conditions that support the possibility of a good 
life) and the actions, practices and aspirations that constitute the lived 
experience of prosperity.

3.4  Prosperity in east London: ‘living a good life’

How can we have a prosperous life for everyone, people of all 
classes? The situation is precarious for people around here. 
The combination of unaffordable housing, zero-​hours con-
tracts, portfolio careers. … People have no security. Jobs are not  
good-quality. … This is a toxic mix.

(Frances, in her fifties, a professional working  
in the voluntary sector, who has lived in Hackney  

for 20 years; interview, July 2015)

This extract from a lengthy conversation with Frances, a long-​term resi-
dent who owns her Hackney home, articulates a connection between 
secure livelihoods and inclusion in processes of change and the social 
and economic life of the city that preoccupied the majority of research 
participants. When people were invited to discuss what prosperity means 
to them, and to identify the factors that are most important for their own 
prosperity, the most common responses were: a secure livelihood, under-
stood as a combination of secure, regular and good-​quality work that pro-
vides a reliable and adequate income; affordable, secure and good-​quality 
housing in a safe neighbourhood; access to key public services such as 
childcare and transport; and social and economic inclusion. Livelihood 
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security was the priority, followed by: the capacity to remain resident 
in neighbourhoods experiencing rapid social and economic transforma-
tion; feeling part of the local community; having a place in the changes 
underway in east London as individuals; feeling that other local people 
are included in processes of change; access to opportunities for educa-
tion and self-​development; a secure future for young people; knowing 
that other local people and local businesses benefited from investment 
in east London; and living in a healthy and safe environment (Table 3.1).

3.4.1  Foundations of prosperity

Material security and stability –​ described by research participants as 
a secure livelihood –​ are understood to be vitally important aspects of 
prosperity. Yet fewer than five people from the 256 accounts this analy-
sis draws on defined prosperity solely in terms of material wealth or the 
pursuit of wealth. Instead, most people described how a secure livelihood 
is tightly interwoven with social ties and a broad sense of social and eco-
nomic inclusion to provide the foundations for a prosperous life. Many 

Table 3.1  What does prosperity mean to you? Most common responses from 
research participants.

1 A secure livelihood, meaning a combination of secure, regular and 
decent work that provides a reliable and adequate income; access to 
genuinely affordable housing; access to critical public services like 
childcare and schools; social, economic and digital inclusion

2 A good-quality of life, which includes a balance between work and 
time with family, choice and control, and security

3 The capacity to remain resident in neighbourhoods experiencing rapid 
social and economic transformation

4 Feeling part of the local community, maintaining good relations with 
neighbours and community cohesion

5 Having a place in the changes underway in east London, and feeling 
that local people are included in processes of change

6 Opportunities for education and self-​development

7 A secure future for young people

8 Local businesses benefiting from investment in east London

9 Living in a healthy environment

10 Living in safe neighbourhoods, with a sense of security when walking 
at nights and low crime rates

Source: IGP, 2015
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individuals distinguished between the foundations for a prosperous 
life (material security, strong social support and feeling included in the 
social and economic life of the city), which were discussed as the basis 
upon which to build a prosperous life, and prosperity as the actions and 
practices that constitute living a good life, which include the ability to 
take up opportunities and the confidence to plan for the future.

Trevor, a long-​term Stratford resident in his fifties, described this 
as the difference between ‘getting by’ and ‘doing well’. From Trevor’s per-
spective, having a secure livelihood and an affordable home in a neigh-
bourhood where he had grown up and where he hoped his children 
would stay provided the basic building blocks for his family. Yet he, like 
other participants, made a distinction between the satisfaction of basic 
material and social needs and having the opportunities to ‘do well’:

Doing well … well you know, it’s about living the good life … about 
being able to choose the job you take –​ a decent job. Having time 
to do something in the community, spend time with family and 
friends, take a break, have a hobby, feel like you’re part of what’s 
going on. It’s not just about money.

What Trevor describes is a model of prosperity that incorporates a mul-
tidimensional imaginary of the good life, which accounts for subjective, 
social and material conditions and aspirations, and at the same time 
reflects a dualistic interaction between the foundational conditions 
that provide the basis for a prosperous life and the opportunities to self-​
determine and pursue that vision of prosperity. This perspective, which 
was discussed by research participants of varying ages and social and cul-
tural backgrounds (as the quotes below illustrate), is closely aligned with 
the concept of prosperity as an ethical project in pursuit of human flour-
ishing and the good life. In contemporary Western thought this perspec-
tive is most commonly associated with Aristotle’s ethics (Cassiers, 2014; 
S. A. White, 1992), in which prosperity is derived from states of being 
(happiness, pleasure, wellbeing, vitality), having (affluence and abun-
dance from access to external material goods), and acting in the world 
(knowledge, honour and self-​esteem originating from civic participation 
and social relationships) (Walker, 2015; Sardar, 2008; Appadurai, 2004).

Now I have a family prosperity is about having a healthy, happy child 
and being healthy myself so I can look after my family. Before it was 
about me! My car, my phone … now it’s about good community.

(David, late twenties, lives in Stratford;  
interview, September 2015)
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Prosperity is feeling safe, knowing your neighbours, having oppor-
tunities –​ London offers better opportunities than other places –​ 
and having time for family.

(Maria, early thirties, lives with her partner and daughter in 
Hackney Wick; interview, September 2015)

Prosperity is different for everyone but for me it means we can feel 
at home, the kids can grow and learn, we feel safe, and everyone in 
the community sort of feeds off each other.

(Ben, early forties, lives with his wife and two children in 
Hackney; interview, September 2015)

A high proportion of participants felt they were living with multiple forms 
of insecurity and instability that undermined their opportunities, and 
those of neighbours and family, to prosper. When describing these condi-
tions, research participants spoke of the localised effects of national and 
global forces that shape prosperity in ways people have little direct con-
trol over. Frances’s reference to the ‘toxic mix’ of casualised labour and 
rapidly rising housing costs illustrates this point and captures the insecu-
rity experienced by study participants from Hackney Wick. Prosperity in 
Hackney Wick, as Frances recognises, is shaped by connections to other 
places and to centres of power involving planning and policy decisions 
taken by central government, international investments in the UK prop-
erty market, a globalised trend towards the casualisation of labour that 
shapes local job markets, and the presence of Europe’s largest creative 
community, which attracts regeneration investment and a new and more 
affluent population to east London. In this context, opportunities and 
experiences of prosperity at the individual and neighbourhood levels are 
configured by the intersection between context-​specific conditions –​ such 
as east London’s post-​industrial landscape, history of inward migration, 
and legacy of social housing provision –​ and social, economic and politi-
cal forces operating at different scales (see Chapter 1). Individuals view 
their prosperity and that of neighbours and local communities through 
multiple lenses that connect people and places to wider economic and 
social systems.

3.4.2  Local prosperity narratives

Each neighbourhood had observably distinct prosperity narratives. 
People in Stratford spoke of insecurity in similar terms to those in 
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Hackney Wick, but they identified how young people in the neighbour-
hood are disproportionately affected by uncertainty. Insecure work and 
unaffordable housing make a future in the neighbourhood an unlikely 
prospect for young people. The possibility of being priced out of neigh-
bourhoods they have grown up in also raises the possibility of losing 
access to local support networks.

Two prosperity narratives emerged from research in Hackney Wick, 
reflecting the distinct population groups in the neighbourhood. People 
who are part of the area’s artistic and creative industries connected their 
feelings of prosperity to a strong sense of identity and belonging derived 
from the neighbourhood as a creative community with distinct social 
and economic practices, such as strong community support networks, 
circular and alternative economies, food growing, entrepreneurialism, 
and numerous active forms of civic participation. Hackney Wick’s post-​
industrial urban fabric provides scope for fluid spatial practices, includ-
ing temporary artist and performance space and live/​work studios as 
common modes of dwelling. This group is concerned about neighbour-
hood regeneration displacing the artists and the creative community, but 
it also recognises the valuable contribution Hackney Wick’s distinct crea-
tive identity offers the Olympic Park and is keen to have an active role in 
shaping decisions about planning, economic and cultural development. 
Consequently, community life and civic and democratic participation 
are aspects of prosperity important to people in Hackney Wick’s creative 
communities, who expressed a degree of optimism about their place in 
future changes, because of their current levels of participation in deci-
sion making. People living in other areas of Hackney Wick did not share 
this optimism or the same sense of identity and belonging to the neigh-
bourhood. Like people living in Stratford, they expressed anxieties about 
their current and future security and feelings of exclusion from processes 
of change.

Interviews with people living in East Village also identified a locally 
specific prosperity narrative, which is shaped in large part by the experi-
ence of living in a new community. While East Village residents recognise 
that the neighbourhood’s high-​quality environment contributes to their 
sense of prosperity, it is also widely acknowledged that they are choosing 
to pay high living costs in return for a good-quality of life. Mark lives with 
his wife and children in a townhouse. He describes himself as a serial 
entrepreneur who runs his own businesses and has established several 
community projects in East Village. Mark’s home is classified as afford-
able housing, but, as he explains, the rent and management charges are 
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high compared to other places he has lived in. He describes the choice to 
live in East Village as a ‘prosperity trade-​off’:

I feel like I’m living a prosperous life but it’s not sustainable. 
Personally, it’s hard to make it sustainable because I pay such a 
premium to live here … If prosperity means saving for holidays 
and saving for a pension then it is not a prosperous place … but if 
prosperity means a first-​class education for the kids, healthy food, 
access to good places for health and wellbeing, somewhere safe … 
then you can get on if you can afford to live here.

(Interview, September 2015)

Mark’s perspective is echoed by other people living in East Village, who 
explain that they are business owners and entrepreneurs, or in well-​paid 
professional jobs, yet find it challenging to afford to live in the neigh-
bourhood. Interviews with Luke and Will, both in their late twenties 
and living in private rented housing in East Village, reveal the variety 
of strategies they employ to cope with the costs of living, including sub-
letting bedrooms, sometimes relocating to a neighbour’s sofa to let an 
entire apartment on Airbnb, and in more extreme circumstances chang-
ing apartments as often as every six months to take advantage of dis-
counted rental promotions. They describe these practices as widespread 
among friends and neighbours, who are motivated to trade affordability 
for the broad sense of prosperity and living well that East Village offers. 
The viability of this mode of dwelling is questionable for individuals and 
for the wider community: apart from the inconvenience of moving fre-
quently, people who value the sense of neighbourliness and community 
in East Village feel it is threatened by a rapidly changing population. 
East Village is one of London’s first large-​scale, professionally managed, 
private-​rented-​sector (PRS) developments. Institutional PRS, as opposed 
to PRS offered by small-​scale or individual landlords, was identified by 
the 2010 Coalition Government, and favoured by the then London Mayor 
Boris Johnson, as a means of improving the quality and security of rental 
housing in the capital and offering an alternative housing source for peo-
ple priced out of home ownership. Over the past decade, institutional 
PRS, or build to rent (BTR), has become a feature of most large-​scale new 
developments in London and the number of homes has grown consist-
ently (Beswick, Imilan & Olivera, 2019). Newham and Tower Hamlets 
have the highest and third-​highest numbers of BTR schemes of all London 
boroughs. However, the accounts presented here reflect wider challenges 
experienced by residents living in large-​scale new PRS developments, 
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including affordability of housing and centrally provided utilities and 
management costs (Woodcraft, 2016). Lucy, an East Village resident in 
her late twenties and an advocate of the high quality of living, sums up 
the challenge: ‘We are buying into a prosperous lifestyle that can’t be sus-
tained. It’s great but no one still expects to be here in two years’ time.’

3.5  Local meanings =​ sticky measures

The perspectives presented in this chapter challenge the orthodox defi-
nition of prosperity as material wealth. Furthermore, they demonstrate 
that prosperity is more than an aggregate of individual wellbeing and 
individual wealth (Beinhocker & Hanauer, 2014). Wellbeing, as other 
authors argue (S. C. White, 2015; Gasper, 2010), has come to be defined 
predominantly as a subjective and psychological state for which indi-
viduals are primarily responsible. While it is evident that prosperity has 
subjective dimensions, the accounts in this chapter demonstrate that 
prosperity –​ as outlined in Chapter 1 –​ connects the individual to known 
and unknown others through social, political, economic and ecological 
frameworks and intergenerational obligations that operate on dramatic
ally different scales and temporalities. Visions of what constitutes pros-
perity and a good life are bound up with the lives, histories and futures of 
others, and thus bear in material ways on the question of equality within 
and between societies, for example relationships between individual 
aspirations and societal needs, prosperity in the present as opposed to 
that of future generations, and associations between human and ecologi-
cal systems. Prosperity is better understood as an ethical project that is 
multidimensional, relational and multiscalar. This observation is signifi-
cant in expanding the conceptual boundaries of prosperity and delineat-
ing between wellbeing as individual and subjective, and prosperity as a 
multiscalar, relational and collective concept.

These insights demonstrate the importance of new empirical work 
as the basis for theorising prosperity and raise several implications for 
both research and policy making. Foremost is the importance of bringing 
an ethics of diversity to efforts to conceptualise and theorise prosperity, 
which in turn means that a diversity of pathways to prosperity must also 
be recognised (Leach et al., 2013). Policies, interventions and investments 
intent on creating prosperity will change fundamentally if prosperity is 
recognised as diverse and multiple and approached as a dynamic relation 
between people and places that takes multiple forms. For this reason, the 
institutions, public policy frameworks, economic models and investment 
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strategies designed to pursue prosperity, and the metrics used to meas-
ure prosperity, need to pay closer attention to situated understandings of 
prosperity, in terms of what it means and how local outcomes are dynami-
cally shaped by both systemic and locally specific factors.

As other authors have argued in relation to poverty, wellbeing and 
quality of life (Quick, 2015; Van Staveren et al., 2014; Giuntoli et al., 
2014; Satterthwaite & Mitlin, 2014; Satterthwaite, 2003), situated, 
multidimensional prosperity models must be developed in partnership 
with local communities. Acknowledging local perspectives that are situ-
ated in real-​world conditions and constraints will enable policy makers 
to pay attention to the processes and conditions that enable or inhibit 
prosperity even when they challenge established ways of thinking. As 
this research demonstrates, interrogating prosperity as a lived experi-
ence through a place-​based lens reveals the disconnect between standard 
prosperity indicators that guide policy making (such as GDP, household 
income, job growth and employment) and the unintended consequences 
they create. Indicators are powerful technologies of governance and 
the wrong measures can lead to misguided policy with high social and 
economic costs, as Stiglitz, Sen and Fitoussi identify: ‘In the quest to 
increase GDP, we may end up with a society in which citizens are worse 
off’ (2010: xvii). Such an outcome is evident in east London, where gross 
value added (GVA), household incomes and workforce job growth rose 
steadily in the years before the Covid pandemic (GLA Economics, 2018). 
Employment levels reached a new record high of 75 per cent pre-​Covid 
(GLA Economics, 2018), yet in-​work poverty, child poverty and income 
inequality were also increasing. What appears to be rising prosperity in 
conventional terms is not translating into rising prosperity in local terms. 
As the experiences and perspectives presented here indicate, people in 
Hackney Wick and Stratford describe growing pressures from insecure 
and low-​wage work, and residents in each of the three neighbourhoods 
are affected by rising housing costs, factors that together are putting indi-
viduals and communities under considerable stress.

Public confidence and trust in government are casualties of policy 
making based on indicators that do not resonate with lived experience 
(Whitby et al., 2014). Deteriorating trust in government is a global trend. 
In Britain, the proportion of people who say they trust governments ‘to 
place the needs of the nation above the interests of their own political 
party’ declined from 38 per cent in 1986 to 18 per cent in 2013 (NatCen, 
2013), and levels of trust in the government remained low throughout 
2020 and the Covid-​19 pandemic (Davies et al., 2021). In fact, trust in 
government has diminished in OECD countries since the 2008 financial 
crisis (OECD, 2017). The OECD calls for greater transparency, more open 
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and inclusive policy-​making processes, and more attention to be paid to 
citizens’ perceptions of fairness in decision making as part of efforts to 
rebuild trust in government (OECD, 2017). It is critical, therefore, that 
as government attention is focused on ‘levelling up’ and achieving pros-
perity for people around the UK, local communities have a voice in iden-
tifying what prosperity means in different contexts, shaping targeted 
responses that support local needs and aspirations, and monitoring pro-
gress towards these visions. In this context, ‘sticky measures’ –​ prosperity 
indicators that capture the things that matter in ways that are meaning-
ful and allow for action –​ will have a crucial role in enabling communities 
to hold decision makers to account.

3.6  Prototyping a new form of citizen-​led 
prosperity index

How do policy decisions change when prosperity measures are co-​designed 
with citizens to reflect lived experience rather than by experts working 
with universal concepts and frameworks? In this section, we describe the 
process of working with citizen scientists to translate qualitative research 
into a conceptual model that represents the factors that support prosperity, 
and using this model as the basis for developing a new prosperity index. 
The goal of the prosperity index is to measure what matters for local com-
munities using metrics that meaningfully represent local conditions and 
aspirations in a way that allows robust measurement and comparison at 
a hyper-​local geography. Furthermore, the goal was to construct an index 
based mainly on primary survey data collected for the purpose of elucidat-
ing local differences in prosperity, rather than aggregate secondary data 
sources, such as are commonly used in wellbeing indices.

The first step was to translate qualitative research into a conceptual 
prosperity model. Thematic data was clustered to produce general cat-
egories of experience and understanding. Analysis identified 15 catego-
ries that participants in all research sites –​ to varying degrees –​ described 
as essential or important to their prosperity and that of their families, 
neighbours, friends and wider communities (Table 3.2). The 15 catego-
ries were organised around five domains and 15 subdomains to reflect 
the way participants had described interdependencies and overlaps 
between different aspects of prosperity to produce a prosperity model 
with five high-​level dimensions (see Figure 1.1). This mode of organising 
the data breaks down the artificial distinctions between social, economic 
and environmental domains of life that often characterise approaches to 
public policy.

  



Prosperity in the Twenty-F irst Century94

   

Table 3.2  Categorisation of factors that are essential/​important for a 
prosperous life in east London.

What does 
prosperity mean?

Explanations from Prosperity in east London  
pilot study data

Good-quality and 
secure jobs

A secure livelihood –​ secure and well-​paid work; 
work satisfaction; equality at work; scope for career 
progression; work/​life balance; feeling part of the 
economic life of the neighbourhood/​city.

Household 
security and 
affordability

Secure, affordable and good-​quality housing; a mix of 
housing tenures; likelihood of being able to stay in the 
neighbourhood; living without financial stress.

Inclusion and 
fairness

Social, financial and digital inclusion; economic fairness; 
ability to access services, work and education; feeling 
included and safe in the neighbourhood; access to local 
support networks and care; feeling part of the economic 
life of the neighbourhood/​city.

Local value 
creation

Strong and inclusive local economies; opportunities for 
local organisations, businesses and neighbourhoods to 
share in value generated by wider processes of change; 
alternative economic models, sharing and circular 
economies.

Healthy bodies 
and healthy minds

Mental, physical and social health; access to health 
and care services; access to informal support and care; 
local support networks; access to open space; civic 
participation; life satisfaction; personal safety.

Healthy, safe 
and secure 
neighbourhoods

Decent and secure housing; clean air; safe streets and 
neighbourhoods; road safety; community safety; access 
to open and green space.

Childhood and 
adolescence

Early childhood development support; affordable childcare; 
good-​quality education; childhood and adolescent 
wellbeing and health; support for adolescent transitions; 
pathways to work, education and training for young people.

Good-​quality basic 
education

Access to good-​quality basic education for children and 
young people; informal and community learning; access 
to space, sports and culture.

Lifelong learning Opportunities for formal and informal lifelong learning 
for children, young people, adults and older people; 
volunteering and community participation.

Autonomy and 
freedom

Secure personal freedoms and equalities; access to 
opportunities; time and space to try new things; work/​
life balance; lifelong learning and personal development.
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The second step was to identify a robust indicator set that offered the clos-
est fit to the conceptual model and, where possible, to identify indicators 
and comparative data that could be used to benchmark new survey data 
about neighbourhood-​level prosperity against the average for London. 
Thirty-​two composite indicators, based on 67 metrics, were identified.4 
Of these 67 metrics, 38 are based on new household survey data, and the 
remaining 29 are constructed from secondary data sources.

The third step was to collect new survey data and construct a proto-
type prosperity index. Survey data was collected in five neighbourhoods: 
two of the small-area research sites from the qualitative research stage 
(Hackney Wick and East Village) and a further three areas undergo-
ing regeneration (Canning Town in Newham, Coventry Cross Estate in 
Tower Hamlets, and Heath in Dagenham). A random sampling method 
was used to survey a third of households in each research site. In total, 
750 surveys were completed, based on 15-minute face-to-face interviews 
in June, July and August 2017.

What does 
prosperity mean?

Explanations from Prosperity in east London  
pilot study data

Social 
relationships

Feeling included in society and social life of the 
community; time to spend with family and friends; 
connections with neighbours; involvement in interest 
groups; access to local support networks.

Sense of 
community

Feeling a sense of belonging to local community; 
neighbours to talk to; access to support networks in the 
neighbourhood; feeling pride in the neighbourhood; 
community safety; feeling people will support each other 
in times of need.

Identities and 
culture

Feeling secure with cultural, ethnic, religious, personal 
identities in the neighbourhood; opportunities to 
participate in the cultural life of the area and to pursue 
participation in cultural and religious activities; feeling 
part of the cultural life of the community.

Political inclusion Right to political participation and political representation; 
feelings of inclusion in political decision making.

Voice and 
influence

Opportunities to influence local decision making; feeling 
like participation makes a difference; opportunities 
to make a productive contribution to future of local 
communities.

Source: IGP, 2016.

Table 3.2  (continued)
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3.7  Prosperity Index 2017: headline findings

IGP developed a five-​step process to analyse the household survey data 
and construct a prosperity index, reporting on how well each local area 
was faring in relation to community priorities. Survey results were stand-
ardised to generate composite indicator-​ and domain-​level ‘prosperity 
scores’, which were presented on a simple 0 to 10 scale with five-​colour 
red-​amber-​dark green-​light green-​yellow colour coding. On the 10-​point 
scale 0 is the worst possible score, 10 is the best possible score, and 5 is 
the average for London (see Table 3.3).

In the remainder of this section, we draw out some of the headline 
findings from the 2017 Prosperity Index to give concrete examples of how 

Table 3.3  Prosperity Index Dashboard: Foundations of Prosperity Domain.

DOMAIN 1:  
FOUNDATIONS 
OF PROPERITY

OLYMPIC 
PARK

HACKNEY 
WICK

HEATH CANNING 
TOWN

COVENTRY 
CROSS

SUB-​DOMAIN 1: GOOD-QUALITY & SECURE JOBS

Good Jobs 5.22 4.43 4.32 4.48 3.96

Work–​Life 
Balance

7.01 5.35 4.01 6.60 4.34

Commuting 5.03 4.39 5.20 5.15 5.75

SUB-​DOMAIN 2: HOUSEHOLD SECURITY & HOUSING AFFORDABILITY

Real Disposable 
Household 
Income

2.05 2.80 2.24 1.68 2.05

Housing 
Affordability

4.31 3.84 3.26 1.99 0.88

Financial Stress 6.53 5.07 8.63 7.99 8.00

Feeling Secure 
about the Future

0.00 4.37 6.44 5.36 5.69

SUB-​DOMAIN 3: INCLUSION & FAIRNESS

Access to 
Financial 
Services

6.58 6.71 7.64 6.71 7.64

Digital Inclusion 5.21 4.01 3.04 2.70 3.47

Local Income 
Inequality

6.35 6.77 6.91 6.35 4.87

Source: Woodcraft & Anderson, 2019.
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‘sticky measures’ reflecting local priorities and lived experiences offer a 
different kind of policy-​relevant knowledge for action on prosperity. 
Given the importance people attach to livelihood security as the founda-
tion of a prosperous life, we discuss two composite indicators reporting on 
factors that underpin a secure livelihood: good-​quality and secure work, 
and household security and housing affordability (see Chapter 4 for more 
on secure livelihoods). Livelihood security concerns have come to the 
fore since the data presented here was collected in 2017. At the time of 
revising and updating this chapter, the UK is experiencing a cost-​of-​living 
crisis linked to spiralling energy costs caused by the war in Ukraine and 
the ongoing effects of Brexit and Covid. The current conditions reinforce 
the need to align the goals and measures of policy with the lived experi-
ences of citizens who are devising ever more complex strategies to cope 
with rising costs, in-​work poverty, and food and energy insecurity. A key 
insight from this research is that policy makers should shift away from 
income growth and employment as key measures of prosperity and adopt 
livelihood security as the measure of policy success, taking account of 
the complex intersections between work, income, housing and key pub-
lic services that people rely on to make a living, and acknowledging the 
decoupling of employment and living standards, which is obscured by a 
focus on job growth (see Chapter 4 for a full discussion of IGP’s reconcep-
tualisation of livelihood security).

3.7.1 G ood-​quality and secure work

Good-​quality and secure work are important components of a secure live-
lihood. The new Good Jobs indicator in the Prosperity Index reports on 
the quality and security of work, not solely on employment rates. Quality 
and security are examined by measuring whether pay and income levels 
are sufficient for living in London (using the Minimum Income Standard), 
and whether people who are self-​employed or on temporary contracts 
have chosen these forms of employment.

Four of the five Prosperity Index research sites are ranked below 
the Greater London average for Good Jobs (see Table 3.3). Ten per cent 
of those in work were either on temporary contracts or listed as self-​
employed. Of these, two thirds (65 per cent) reported not being in this 
type of employment by preference. Qualitative research carried out by 
citizen scientists at the same time as the household survey found that 
access to good-​quality job opportunities is an issue, in particular for 
young people and for middle-​aged men from working-​class backgrounds. 
Research participants felt that formal pathways to training and education 
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in neighbourhoods like Hackney Wick led to low-​paid work with limited 
opportunities for development. People in Canning Town, Hackney Wick 
and Coventry Cross acknowledged that major new employers are coming 
to east London, offering new types of employment in creative industries, 
technology and financial services. Yet people currently of working age 
are uncertain how to access new job markets, while young people from 
these neighbourhoods feel unprepared for both new types of job and how 
the nature of work is changing.

3.7.2  Household security and housing affordability

This composite indicator reports on a new measure of real household dis-
posable income (RHDI), developed from qualitative research that identi-
fies the essential living costs people must meet (Woodcraft & Anderson, 
2019), and measures of housing affordability, financial stress, and feel-
ings of security about the future. Two of these metrics –​ RHDI and housing 
affordability –​ are ranked in the Prosperity Index well below the Greater 
London average for all five sites (see Table 3.3). In all five research sites, 
25–​30 per cent of respondents reported having less than £200 per month 
income remaining after taxes, housing costs, utilities and debt repay-
ments. Median RHDI across the five sites was in the £400–​499 range, 
while our analysis, based on data from the Labour Force Survey, shows 
the London median to be approximately £1,230.

The hyper-​local approach to data collection provides new insights 
into the distribution of income, housing costs and financial stress. For 
example, East Village in the Olympic Park, which is a new neighbour-
hood of housing to rent, both private and affordable, has the highest 
proportion of survey respondents in any type of employment and the 
highest gross incomes of the five Prosperity Index research sites. Yet 
the new measure of RHDI shows that households in East Village have 
some of the lowest levels of disposable income. Qualitative research by 
the citizen scientists shows that East Village residents attribute this to 
high housing costs and associated charges, such as estate management 
fees. In the Coventry Cross research site, 100 per cent of the households 
surveyed reported incomes lower than the Minimum Income Standard 
for Inner London, the benchmark used to set the Living Wage and the 
London Living Wage, which are based on what the public consider 
to be the minimum income needed to live a socially acceptable life. 
The median annual household income in the Coventry Cross site was 
reported as £7,500–​9,499.
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3.7.3  Local social networks are bearing the burden of insecurity

Qualitative research carried out by citizen scientists alongside the 
Prosperity Index survey identified the crucial role that local social 
networks –​ family, friends, neighbours –​ play in helping people to cope 
with insecurity. Residents in Canning Town described how neighbours 
and friends provide informal childcare to enable people employed on 
zero-​hours contracts to take up shifts, and how informal and community-​
led savings networks operate in the neighbourhood to give people 
access to financial services. Similar perspectives on the importance of 
local social networks were discussed in Hackney Wick and Coventry 
Cross. This picture was reinforced during the Covid pandemic, with 
neighbourhood-​based networks stepping in to fill gaps in public ser-
vice provision: distributing food, collecting medicines, and checking on 
elderly and vulnerable neighbours.

The Prosperity Index shows how people in all five sites feel there 
are strong social networks to draw on and that communities are cohe-
sive, levels of trust are high, and people from different backgrounds 
get along. However, qualitative research indicates that local social 
networks are bearing the burden of providing informal support as peo-
ple live with insecurity. The Prosperity Index shows that sites which 
reported higher social capital also presented lower levels of financial 
stress and higher subjective wellbeing than those with lower social 
capital, despite having similar levels of disposable income. Community 
networks also provide important social and emotional ‘protections’ in 
neighbourhoods that are affected by changes in the economy and dis-
ruptions to local social and economic life related to urban development. 
Strong social networks are a critical protective factor for local prosper-
ity but are under increasing strain after a decade of austerity and disin-
vestment in local public services and resources such as youth clubs and 
community and voluntary organisations.

This finding has important consequences for how the dynamics 
of interaction between individuals, communities and public authorities 
are understood. Since the late 1990s, the development of local social 
capital and the enhancement of the collective capacity of communities 
have been policy priorities under the guise of various urban renewal pro-
grammes and now localism. Consequently, local social capital and civic 
action have become proxies for the ‘sustainability’ and ‘health’ of com-
munities (Woodcraft & Anderson, 2019). Measures of local social capital 
are widely used to inform decision making at the local and national levels 
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for a range of policy domains including community safety, planning and 
health. IGP has included these standard measures in the Prosperity 
Index, and all five sites report levels of social capital and wellbeing that 
are above the London average. However, taking a citizen-​led approach 
to measuring what supports prosperity and what inhibits it reveals the 
pressure that local communities in east London are experiencing, which 
conventional indicators disguise.

3.8  Conclusion

Taking east London as a case, this chapter demonstrates that locating pros-
perity as a lived experience in a specific place and time reveals something 
of the real-​world dynamics that create opportunities and constraints to be 
negotiated as people pursue pathways to prosperity. New empirical data 
offers conceptual and theoretical insights with significance for research 
and policy making. This research has shown that prosperity is diverse, 
multidimensional and multiscalar, characteristics that are significant if 
prosperity as a national goal is to be coherently and concretely linked to 
local solutions and theorising by communities, politicians, policy makers  
and business leaders. Prosperity understood as the pursuit of a good 
life –​ a secure livelihood, good-​quality work, functioning public services, 
choice, opportunity, political freedoms, intergenerational justice –​ is not 
captured by universal models and frameworks that generate the kind of 
aggregate data currently available to policy makers. This research demon-
strates that taking a holistic, citizen-​led approach to theorising and meas-
uring prosperity reveals critical stress points that undermine the capacity 
of local communities to develop new and alternative pathways for action 
on prosperity. It is evident, however, that developing visions of prosper-
ity with and for communities, and mapping out pathways to achieving 
those visions, will bridge the gap between expert-​led knowledge and lived 
experience in ways that are likely to spotlight particular issues and help 
promote policy change and the accountability of local and national gov-
ernments. As an increasingly important public issue, ‘building back better’ 
‘post-​Covid’, and mapping, shaping and monitoring pathways to prosper-
ity, should be explored through active deliberation and co-​production of 
knowledge with citizens, as well as renewed academic theorising (Drews 
& van den Bergh, 2016). Acknowledging that prosperity is diverse and 
multiple means that how prosperity is defined matters less than which 
deliberative methods are used to uncover its context-​specific meanings.
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Notes

	 1.	 A notable exception is Fischer’s (2014) ethnographic work exploring how localised notions of 
the good life shape individual consumption practices and wellbeing in Germany, Guatemala 
and the United States.

	 2.	 London’s Olympic host boroughs are Newham, Tower Hamlets, Hackney, Waltham Forest, 
Barking and Dagenham, and Greenwich. After the Olympic Games the host boroughs were 
renamed growth boroughs.

	 3.	 Hackney Wick contains 448 businesses, 213 of which are in the arts and culture sector, which 
equates to 98 per cent of all businesses in the arts and culture sector in the Legacy Corporation’s 
development area (London Legacy Development Corporation, 2015).

	 4.	 A detailed discussion of the method for selecting indicators and constructing the Prosperity 
Index can be found in IGP, 2017 (Anderson, 2018; Woodcraft & Anderson, 2019).
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4
Rethinking livelihood security: why 
addressing the democratic deficit in  
economic policy making opens 
up new pathways to prosperity
Saffron Woodcraft, Hannah Collins and Iona McArdle

4.1  Introduction

Place-​based prosperity has become a policy priority for national, regional 
and local government in Britain in recent years, in response to growing 
regional and intra-​urban inequalities and social and economic exclu-
sion (Brien, 2020; Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy, 2017a; HM 
Treasury, 2021; HM Government, 2022). As demonstrated in Chapters 1 
and 3 of this volume, new forms of citizen-​led research challenge a nar-
row framing of prosperity as material wealth, offering diverse perspec-
tives on what it means to live a prosperous life that encompass freedom, 
autonomy, security, social and economic inclusion, healthy environ-
ments, belonging and participation (Moore & Woodcraft, 2019; Moore, 
2015; Mintchev et al., 2019). Recognising prosperity as diverse and 
context-​specific presents a challenge to conventional ways of under-
standing the economy and relationships between economic and social 
life. Making sense of people’s experiences of prosperity, and the specific 
challenges and constraints that limit opportunities to live well, is critical 
in order to developing policy pathways that align with lived realities.

In this chapter, we examine how citizen-​led research in east London 
offers a new way of understanding livelihood security as a critical deter-
minant of prosperity. Drawing on the qualitative research described in 
Chapter 3, we develop a conceptual framework to represent the range 
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of assets that people depend on for livelihood security. We demonstrate 
how conventional policy responses that focus on economic growth and 
getting people into work can marginalise and undermine other com-
ponents of this framework. While the empirical research this chapter 
draws on focuses on individuals and households in five east London 
neighbourhoods, the findings have broader relevance to place-​based 
policy. The research draws attention to a more general misalignment 
between concepts of livelihood security and prosperity in economic pol-
icy making and the specific challenges that particular communities face. 
We conceptualise this misalignment as a democratic deficit and argue 
that knowledge based on lived experience generates fundamentally dif-
ferent ways of understanding how economic and social policy impact on 
people’s lives.

Approaches like the secure livelihoods infrastructure presented 
in this chapter offer new ways of developing policy-​relevant knowledge 
about the economy, which can be translated to other geographical con-
texts and policy challenges such as post-​Covid recovery planning and 
levelling up. By applying the secure livelihoods infrastructure to the 
concept of inclusive growth, the policy framework championed in the 
post-​pandemic ‘build back better’ context, we draw out these misalign-
ments between policy and lived experience. We do this to demonstrate 
how new forms of knowledge and collaboration can reveal spaces for 
action that are currently overlooked by local authorities, public agencies 
and business, but crucial if pathways to prosperity are to be equitable 
and achievable.

4.2  Secure livelihoods as the foundation of prosperity

Research with citizen scientists in east London, described in the previ-
ous chapter, found that secure livelihoods were consistently identified 
as the most important factor in people’s prosperity, providing a founda-
tion for people to build upon and supporting the possibility of a good life 
(Woodcraft & Anderson, 2019; Moore & Woodcraft, 2019). Respondents 
described how a secure livelihood depends on several interrelated fac-
tors that support or hinder opportunities for a prosperous life. People 
described secure income and good work, secure and genuinely afford-
able housing, access to public services, local support networks and 
belonging to local communities as part of the mix of assets, networks and 
services they depend on to make a living. The interactions between these 

  



Rethinking l ivel ihood security:  new pathways to prosperity 107

   

different assets were widely discussed. For example, at the time of the 
research employment in London was at a record high (Office for National 
Statistics, 2017). However, participants talked about their own experi-
ences of in-​work poverty linked to low-​paid and insecure work. It was 
common to hear people discuss the necessity of having more than one job 
to cope with unpredictable or insecure employment and the high costs of 
private rented housing:

How can we have a prosperous life for everyone, people of all 
classes? The situation is precarious for people around here. The 
combination of unaffordable housing, zero-​hours contracts, port-
folio careers … people have no security. Jobs are not good-quality 
… this is a toxic mix.

(Frances, Hackney resident; interview, 2015)

People recognised community services and participation in community 
life as vital to supporting their livelihoods, but in a way that interacts 
with employment opportunities and social support:

[T]‌here is a community spirit here. There is an after-​school club in 
the library and I go and help out there. It’s really good and I vol-
unteer there. It’s children having help with homework and things 
like that.

(Niaja, Heath resident; interview, 2017)

But even the provision of certain services does not necessarily mean they 
are fully accessible for everyone. As this example demonstrates, it is the 
intersection of employment opportunities and affordable public services 
which makes work and caring responsibilities possible:

There is like a community centre and that’s all the way in Dalston 
and, I mean, if I don’t go and pick her up because it’s a lot [of money] 
for transport –​ it’s about a fiver a day just for transport to take her to 
this place –​ so we said no, we’ll stop that

(Carer, Hackney; interview, 2017)

The experiences recounted here show there is not a straightforward rela-
tionship between having a job or income and livelihood security (see 
Chapter 3; Moore & Woodcraft, 2019; Moore & Collins, 2021). Good-​
quality work and a secure income are critical; however, people depend on 
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a range of interconnected services and supports to make a living, which 
then intersect with other identities in multiple ways to exacerbate inse-
curity. In this context, it is essential to understand the deeply embedded 
‘horizontal’ forms of inequality (Morris et al., 2018) that co-​exist across 
gender, ethnicity, disability, sexual orientation, trans status and class and 
are configured in relation to the complex system of formal and informal 
services and livelihood supports people draw on.1 A resident of Hackney 
Wick describes how disability and age intersect with processes of regen-
eration and change, which results in a lack of accessible public services, 
which leads to unpaid care:

Because all of the facilities that were around 20 years ago have now 
all gone …. Everything’s gone. For instance, my mum is disabled, 
I’m her carer, that’s why I’m here, all the places she can go into and 
be looked after, they’re all gone, so I have to … give up my work so 
I can look after my mum.

What these examples demonstrate is the misalignment between eco-
nomic and social policy making and lived experience, which fails to 
account for the ways multiple identities, services and social supports 
interact to support or impede people’s livelihoods. Next, we outline an 
infrastructure for secure livelihoods, drawing on citizens’ accounts of the 
interdependencies of assets, services and supports that need to be assem-
bled to build a secure livelihood.

4.3  An infrastructure for secure livelihoods

Research data reveals how people in east London depend on a range of 
interrelated assets for livelihood security: a secure income and good-​
quality work; affordable, secure and good-​quality housing; access to 
key public services (healthcare, education, care, transport, digital 
communication); economic, financial, social and digital inclusion; 
energy security; and access to culturally appropriate food.

We conceptualise these interdependent assets as an infrastructure 
for secure livelihoods, visualised in Figure 4.1. We do this to draw atten-
tion to the ways in which people experience the complex interdependen-
cies between, for example, work and housing, and the critical role that 
services like childcare, schools and public transport play in enabling 
people to make a living.
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This is significant, because the assets that constitute this ‘infrastructure’ 
cut across different sectors and policy domains, as well as aspects of 
public and private life. Yet the multisectoral and multidimensional real-
ity of livelihood security described here is rarely addressed holistically; 
instead, it is tackled through problem-​specific responses and siloed deci-
sion making. Conventional policy approaches to livelihood security focus 
on economic growth that drives job creation and employment. In recent 
years, greater attention has been paid to the quality and security of the 
jobs being created (Wheatley, 2017; Taylor et al., 2017), but the same 
attention has not been given to the interactions between labour and 
housing markets, or to how basic services give people the capacity to 
seek and maintain work, for example. Because of the interconnected and 
interdependent nature of these assets, people require all of them if they 
are to flourish; this contrasts with the conventional view that employ-
ment is the only routes to poverty reduction.

Approaching livelihood security in infrastructural terms fore-
grounds these interactions. It offers decision makers a framework in 
which to examine the context-​specific ways different assets interact with 
each other, and intersect with inequalities linked to class, race, gender 
and other identities. This approach provides a nuanced understanding of 

Figure 4.1  Infrastructure for secure livelihoods.

Source: IGP, 2022
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how the links between services, networks and resources that support live-
lihood security are configured for particular groups at specific points in 
time. This draws attention to where a lack of access in one infrastructural 
component can undermine the ability of others to create insecurity and 
instability (see Chapter 5). This is the case in east London, where insecure 
and poor-​quality work, low wages, unaffordable housing and diminishing 
public services generate a spiral of negative interactions. What we see is 
that local communities carry the burden: social networks of friends, fam-
ily and neighbours informally provide essential support, such as childcare, 
as people live with insecurity (Woodcraft & Anderson, 2019).

4.3.1 I nfrastructures in theory

[I]‌nfrastructures –​ visible and invisible –​ are deeply implicated in 
not only the making and unmaking of individual lives, but also in the 
experience of community, solidarity and struggle for recognition.

(Amin, 2014: 1)

The secure livelihoods infrastructure framework (Figure 4.1) builds on ear-
lier literature that identifies the social, physical, human, financial and natu-
ral assets people draw on to build a livelihood (Chambers & Conway, 1991; 
Moore & Collins, 2021). This work, often called the Sustainable Livelihoods 
Approach, succeeded in bringing to the fore asset-​based approaches that 
address people’s strengths rather than their vulnerabilities. However, it has 
been criticised for focusing too much on the individual level at the expense 
of understanding the way macro-​level policy, decisions and power rela-
tions impact the assets people have to draw on (Moser & Norton, 2001; 
de Haan, 2012). By applying a lived-​experience approach, upon which the 
secure ​livelihoods infrastructure is based, we seek to address this weak-
ness by reframing the building blocks, or assets, necessary for livelihood 
security, while acknowledging the different scales at which decisions about 
these assets are made, and how macro-​level policy decisions (such as area 
regeneration, transport prices, care facilities) intersect with everyday lives 
(see Moore & Collins, 2021).

In policy terms, infrastructure is often framed in either physical or 
social terms, as ‘things’, ‘spaces’, ‘services’ or ‘networks’. Water, power, 
transport and telecommunications, for example, are frequently seen 
as material infrastructures, and libraries, pools, schools, playgrounds, 
community organisations, parks, and even commercial establishments, 
as social infrastructures (Latham & Layton, 2019). Social capital, trust, 
civic action and participation are often described in relational terms as 

  



Rethinking l ivel ihood security:  new pathways to prosperity 111

   

intangible aspects of social infrastructure. However, social and urban 
theorists have recognised that infrastructures are ‘social’ in every respect 
(Amin, 2014), functioning as socio-​technical systems in which politi-
cal, cultural, social, economic and physical factors become enmeshed 
(Latham & Layton, 2019; Klinenberg, 2018), and with which political 
actors align (Harvey & Knox, 2015). Viewing the secure ​livelihoods infra-
structure in these terms both foregrounds the interaction of assets as 
experienced at the individual and household levels and draws attention 
to the wider political and economic systems in which these livelihood 
supports are imagined, planned and delivered. The secure ​livelihoods 
infrastructure encompasses physical assets (transport, communications 
technology, housing, food, energy), economic assets (policies determin-
ing investment in physical assets, shaping labour and housing markets, 
job quality, minimum income), social assets (education, care and social 
networks) and political assets (economic and social policy, and invest-
ment decisions that frame all of these components from affordable hous-
ing to policies on welfare, taxes and the minimum wage).

A failure to understand livelihood security as the outcome of a func-
tioning infrastructure of interrelated assets, which is both local and sub-
ject to macro-​level economic and political influences, marginalises the 
critical significance of the relationships between different elements of 
the systems that influence people’s lives (Moore & Collins, 2021). This is 
how, before the pandemic, we could have record levels of employment in 
the UK (Office for National Statistics, 2019) alongside record levels of in-​
work poverty (Bourquin et al., 2019), compounded by the ongoing hous-
ing crisis (National Housing Federation, 2019) and the rising costs, due 
to government cuts, of childcare (Ferguson, 2019). Conventional policy 
responses that address work and employment in isolation are blind to the 
ways policies and services can work in conflict with each other to maintain, 
rather than address, socioeconomic inequalities and to reduce the capac-
ity of people to participate fully in society. The government’s strategy for 
recovering from Covid, outlined in Build Back Better: Our plan for growth, 
once again pursues economic growth, this time through infrastructure, 
skills and innovation (HM Treasury, 2021). Without focusing on all the 
elements that contribute to a secure livelihood, it fails to acknowledge 
how in-​work poverty compounds barriers to security beyond that which 
can be addressed through a focus on productivity via jobs, infrastructural 
projects and upskilling. This is not to discount the importance of jobs and 
income in people’s lives. We also appreciate the recognition in UK policy 
of the well-​researched intersection between employment and educa-
tion. However, more attention needs to be paid to less well-​researched 
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elements supporting secure livelihoods, which need to be considered 
equally with fair pay and education if the embedded nature of inequality 
in society is to be addressed.

We need new ways of thinking and acting. Policy makers must 
understand lived realities in order to know where and how to intervene 
if they are to improve quality of life and prosperity; it is not enough to 
have aggregate, macro-​level data forming the basis for local authorities’ 
decision-​making processes. The secure ​livelihoods infrastructure draws 
directly on the experiences of people living in east London neighbour-
hoods. The experiences and understanding of prosperity in east London 
will be different from those in other areas of the country. For example, in 
Hartlepool, where housing is much more affordable than in east London, 
children from low-​income households are three times less likely to go 
to university than those in east London (UK2070 Commission, 2019), 
which increases multidimensional inequality not only within one genera-
tion, but for generations to come. An infrastructural way of thinking and 
framing lived experience provides a way to examine how pathways to 
prosperity are configured in different places.

We have reviewed research that presents livelihood security as a 
critical determinant of prosperity for communities in east London. We 
can conclude from this work that livelihood security depends on more 
than having a job: it is also about access to an infrastructure of assets, 
services and networks that support livelihoods. The Covid pandemic has 
demonstrated the extent and severity of livelihood insecurity around the 
UK and drawn attention to the necessity of local, and regionally specific, 
approaches to Covid recovery that take into account diversity and differ-
ences within communities. In the next section we problematise the link 
between secure ​livelihoods infrastructure and inclusive growth. Inclusive 
growth is presented as the foundation for policies that underpin many post-​
pandemic economic recovery strategies which attempt to address insecure 
livelihoods, but when we subject inclusive growth itself to scrutiny via the 
secure ​livelihoods approach presented here a different picture emerges.

4.4  Problematising inclusive growth

Because it is so hard to disagree with the notion of Inclusive 
Growth, the danger is that it becomes a sort of placebo: helping 
policy-​makers feel they are doing the right thing, but without lead-
ing to meaningful change.

(Lee, 2019: 431)
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Local government has a critical role in leading post-​pandemic recovery 
planning, and the national ‘levelling-​up’ agenda that seeks to address 
regional inequalities in Britain (Kruger, 2020; Tomaney & Pike, 2020; 
HM Government, 2022). Global calls for post-​Covid planning to ‘build 
back better’ (OECD, 2020; United Nations, 2020) are echoed by growing 
cross-​party support in Britain for economic and social policies that are 
fair, inclusive, environmentally sustainable and context-​specific (Local 
Government Association, 2020b). Foregrounded even before the pan-
demic, the scale and severity of livelihood insecurity in the UK has been 
highlighted by Covid-​19, exacerbating the punitive effects of inequalities 
in income, job security, health, housing, education and digital access, 
and drawing attention to links between inequalities, poverty and race 
(Caul, 2020; White & Nafilyan, 2020).2

Inclusive growth is the policy framework championed by local gov-
ernment to ensure that all people and places are able to benefit from eco-
nomic growth (Local Government Association, 2020c, 2020a). Calls for 
inclusive growth to be the focus of post-​Covid renewal strategies have 
been accompanied by a swathe of resources targeted at local government, 
setting out the role of local authorities in inclusive growth and mapping 
the available policy levers.3 However, evidence that inclusive ​growth 
policies can significantly address inequalities is contested (Moore &  
Collins, 2021). In the next section, we examine this literature through 
the secure ​livelihoods infrastructure framework to explore how the gap 
between ‘lived’ and ‘learned’ forms of knowledge exacerbates negative 
economic and social outcomes for people whose livelihoods are already 
precarious.

Inclusive ​growth policies have garnered widespread attention in 
the UK since 2015 and are increasingly aligned with urban policies that 
focus on cities as sites of economic transformation and distribution (Lee, 
2019; OECD, 2018; Inclusive Growth Commission, 2017; Beatty et al., 
2016). These policies are a response to a recognition that the economy, 
as it is currently constructed, is not delivering for many people even if it 
evidences GDP and Gross Value Added (GVA) growth. Inclusive growth 
is concerned broadly with achieving a fairer distribution of the ben-
efits of growth, including between population groups and across areas 
(Inclusive Growth Commission, 2017). Two models of inclusive growth 
have been put forward, the most widely adopted of which is known as 
the ‘growth plus’ model (Lupton & Hughes, 2016), which acknowledges 
the need to connect more people to economic growth and the benefits 
of growth. Second is the ‘inclusive economy’ model, which proposes a 
more fundamental change to current economic systems and structures to 
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achieve greater inclusion and more ambitious social goals, such as reduc-
ing inequality and poverty, while focusing on the nature of the economy 
itself rather than just on redistributing the gains of growth (Lupton & 
Hughes, 2016; Local Government Association, 2020a).

Yet ‘inclusion’ and ‘inclusive growth’ lack conceptual precision. In 
consequence, the terms are used interchangeably with associated con-
cepts like ‘social value’, ‘community wealth building’ and ‘fair econo-
mies’ (Tiratelli & Morgan, 2020). Policy frameworks that might make 
growth inclusive are not clearly defined, or connected to practical action, 
and inclusion is rarely connected to specific outcomes, such as poverty 
reduction or the enhancement of livelihood security, but rather is seen 
as an end in itself (Hughes, 2019; Lee & Sissons, 2016). This weakens 
the power of inclusive growth as a shared vision with which stakeholders 
with different objectives and interests can align.

Action on inclusive growth requires a shared vision and efforts  
co-​ordinated across sectors, yet most UK strategies are local-​authority-​
led and lack buy-​in from business (Rafferty & Jelley, 2018; Lupton et al., 
2019), civil society and other stakeholders. If the term is not clearly under-
stood, it becomes harder to align and integrate the interests of ‘growth 
actors’ (such as politicians and officers responsible for economic develop-
ment, and business leaders) with those of ‘inclusion actors’ (politicians 
and officers responsible for public services, and leaders of voluntary, 
community and other social-​economy organisations). Goals of improv-
ing both growth and inclusion may co-​exist, but in silos. The implication 
of this misalignment between the interests of ‘growth’ and the ‘inclusion’ 
of actors is that ‘inclusion’ remains a policy problem and fails to become 
embedded in mainstream practice (Lupton et al., 2019). In this con-
text, ‘inclusive growth’ is merely a substitute for ‘economic growth’, and 
the use of the term ‘inclusive growth’ accepts the premise that growth 
is always desirable and will eventually trickle down (Burch & McInroy, 
2018). Consequently, inclusive ​growth ‘practices’ remain focused on 
conventional aspects of economic development: improving job quality, 
increasing pay and minimum income standards, supporting local supply 
chains and procurement, improving learning, skills and apprenticeships, 
and enhancing connections to local labour markets (Lupton & Hughes, 
2016; Lupton et al., 2019; Inclusive Growth Commission, 2017).

As described in Chapter 1, the terrain of prosperity is diverse, inse-
cure livelihoods are experienced and understood differently by different 
communities, and inclusive ​growth practices fail, linguistically and prac-
tically, to account for critical interdependencies between income, work, 
housing and public services, because of the historical entanglement and 
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association of prosperity with growth rather than with quality of life (see 
also Moore & Collins, 2021). Inclusive growth thus fails to account for 
the multidimensionality of interrelationships between elements in spe-
cific contexts, as it has no tools with which to recognise different places, 
voices, ideas or values. Addressing insecure livelihoods requires new 
conceptualisations and new theories beyond a rehashing of the growth 
metaphor as inclusive (see Chapter 2 for more on the language, meta-
phors and narratives of growth).

The failure of inclusive growth reflects a long-​established, and 
taken-​for-​granted, bifurcation of economic and social ‘policy problems’ 
(Lupton & Hughes, 2016). In the context of post-​pandemic recovery 
planning, this bifurcation places severe limitations on the scope for 
meaningful improvements in livelihood security, resilience, quality of 
life and ‘inclusion’ in place-​based prosperity. It is difficult to see why 
interrogating ‘inclusion’ (such as the impacts of livelihood insecurity on 
public spending) should be the concern of growth actors, or how eco-
nomic strategies might produce better social or environmental outcomes, 
without the kinds of tools and frameworks that draw attention to the gap 
between lived experience and policy goals, and what lived experience 
reveals about how ‘policy problems’ span sectors, scales and challenges. 
Such frameworks have the potential to increase the range of tools, policy 
levers and interventions available to deliver place-​based prosperity, by 
connecting ‘inclusion’ policies to context-​specific actions and problems. 
In the next subsection, we explore how reframing the way inclusion is 
understood and operationalised in economic policy making is an essen-
tial step, which opens up new spaces for action and levers for change on 
place-​based prosperity.

4.4.1  Changing how ‘inclusion’ is operationalised

While inclusive growth as a concept seeks to challenge the nature and 
distribution of gains (the pace and pattern of growth (Lee, 2019)), the 
question of inclusion is narrowly interpreted by proponents of inclu-
sive growth, as we have argued. Gidley’s work mapping the ideologi-
cal underpinnings of social inclusion theory and policy in the UK and 
Australia (Gidley et al., 2010) proposes a tripartite, nested schema to 
explain degrees and effects of social inclusion. This schema proposes that 
the narrowest interpretation of inclusion, or first domain, emerges from 
a neoliberal ideology of ‘access’ with the goal of enhancing human and 
social capitals and economic productivity. In policy terms, this means 
access to education, labour markets, skills and training to support global 
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competitiveness and growth potential. The middle domain incorporates 
ideologies of social justice, which in policy terms translates to concerns 
with inequalities and forms of engagement and participation. The third 
and broadest interpretation of social inclusion draws on ideologies of 
human development, which go beyond questions of social justice to con-
sider diversity, complexity, capacities and empowerment.

Such an approach can usefully be extended to considering problems 
of economic inclusion and shared prosperity. Current inclusive ​growth 
frameworks and practices align with the narrowest interpretation of 
inclusion as ‘access’: connecting more people to growth and to the benefits 
of growth. The focus on growth means that ‘inclusion’ in this sense is only 
understood as inclusion in growth, not in a broader place-​based prosper-
ity which we know depends on a functioning infrastructure of assets and 
services that connect citizens to decision making (see Chapter 3; Moore 
& Woodcraft, 2019). Expanding how inclusion is conceptualised widens 
the range of policy levers available to local government, and other stake-
holders who are shaping places and local economies, by creating space 
for new forms of collaboration, knowledge generation, and action. For 
example, thinking about inclusion in relation to questions of participa-
tion, social responsibility and empowerment highlights a ‘participation 
gap’ or democratic deficit in economics and economic policy making, 
which we discuss here and which is acknowledged by the RSA’s Inclusive 
Growth Commission (Inclusive Growth Commission, 2017).

In the UK, participatory approaches to framing policy problems 
and co-​designing policy solutions are widely recognised and applied 
in the contexts of public health (Evans et al., 2010; South, 2015; Local 
Government Association, 2016c; South et al., 2019) and education 
(Luff & Webster, 2014; Seal, 2018), and acknowledged but not widely 
practised in the context of planning policy (Bennett & Roberts, 2004). 
Participatory approaches have been used in various forms and with 
differing degrees of participation: to understand poverty (Bennett 
& Roberts, 2004), in the management of fishing in Marine Protected 
Areas (Joint Nature Conservation Committee, 2020), for housing and 
wind farm consultations in Wales (Mills, 2002), participatory budget-
ing in Govanhill, Glasgow (Local Government Association, 2016a) and 
Tower Hamlets, London (Local Government Association, 2016b), and in 
urban renewal projects (such as Gillet Square in east London (Bianchi, 
2019)), to name a few. However, citizen participation in shaping local 
and regional economic development strategies and policies, whether 
consultative or deliberative or co-​produced, is rare, meaning most people 
have little power over decisions that affect them (Compass, 2020). Even 
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rarer are processes for involving citizens/​residents in designing whole-​
systems approaches to transformations across sectors and services of the 
kind that are necessary to develop sustainable pathways to prosperity 
(see Chapter 6).

Yet there is a wide array of evidence that points to the transformative 
potential of policy that is locally situated and integrates the lived expe-
rience and understanding of a community’s aspirations to a prosperous 
life, to enhance their capacities and capabilities and their ability to con-
tribute to a sustainable, fair and inclusive future (Sen, 1999; Nussbaum, 
2011; Osuteye et al., 2019). Participatory approaches to policy, planning 
and design originated in the global South, through development projects 
meant to empower local communities as an alternative to traditional 
top-​down development projects (Institute of Development Studies, n.d.; 
Sen, 1999; Chambers, 1994). Done well, participation involves the peo-
ple directly impacted by a policy or programme as peers, partners or  
co-​designers, from the beginning of the process and actively throughout 
its development, beyond superficial and tokenistic representation. Local 
communities, and service users, are viewed as agents of change, and par-
ticipatory processes act as a means for people to define who they are, 
what they value, and how they might improve their lives. When embed-
ded in decision-​making processes principles of participation work to 
offer equal standing to a diversity of communities in problem solving, 
dialogue, planning and collective action and long-​term societal change 
(McCall, 2011).

We argue that expanding ‘inclusion’ from a model of access 
(inclusion in growth and connections to the economy) to a model of 
participation, social responsibility (or fairness) and capacity build-
ing creates space for citizens to be included in the processes of knowl-
edge production that are used to frame problems and develop policy 
responses. The secure ​livelihoods infrastructure shows how under-
standing the economy as it is experienced in everyday life illuminates 
context-​specific interactions between macro-​ and microeconomic fac-
tors and generate new kinds of evidence to inform problem-​framing 
and policy responses. As Chapter 3 demonstrates, a grounded 
approach to examining what constitutes shared prosperity, and path-
ways towards it, highlights the multiple ways economic structures and 
activities are enmeshed with social ones. Work, housing, debt, food 
and public services, for example, are interconnected resources –​ differ-
ent aspects of the ‘economy’, from a household perspective –​ that are 
impacted by macro and micro policy decisions with profound effects on 
social relationships, support networks and possibilities. Furthermore, 
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this work illuminates how policies that pull in opposing directions 
intersect at the household level to undermine ‘inclusion’ that focuses 
only on growth, employment and wages. For example, macroeconomic 
policies that focus on housing market growth in order to drive employ-
ment, planning gains, institutional wealth and household wealth, and 
to subsidise affordable housing, generate microeconomic effects that 
undermine claims to inclusion.

Knowledge co-​production approaches to policy making that bring 
citizens and policy makers into dialogue break down arbitrary distinctions 
that demarcate economic growth and employment from other aspects of 
life and maintain policy silos. While the economy may be seen in isolation 
from social life, it is actually embedded within it; it is a social construct, 
designed for and managed by people (Bourdieu, 2005). An expanded 
notion of what constitutes the economy and its effects on everyday life 
creates space for ‘inclusive’ policy to take into account how intersect-
ing areas of policy can be brought into the debate about ‘inclusion’, and 
reconfigured. Expanding how inclusion is conceptualised and operation-
alised through different forms of citizen and stakeholder collaboration, 
participation and co-​production can be seen as also expanding the range 
of ‘policy levers’ open to local authorities and institutions with an interest 
in place-​based prosperity. In the next section, we map out the new spaces 
and levers that become available.

4.5  New levers for action on shared prosperity

In the context of building back better and levelling up, local authorities 
are inundated with resources that champion inclusive growth (Local 
Government Association, 2020a, 2020b) in both narrow and wide inter-
pretations (Lupton & Hughes, 2016). This guidance focuses primarily on 
the strategic functions of local government, and the policy levers (see 
Figure 4.2) available through public spending, procurement and social 
value commissioning, coupled with planning policies to drive afford-
able housing and workspace, and infrastructure investment to drive job 
growth and improve connections to labour markets (Local Government 
Association, 2020a). While these resources highlight the importance of 
political leadership and of innovative approaches like good work char-
ters and community wealth-​building initiatives (Local Government 
Association, 2020a; Lupton & Hughes, 2016), they fail to take account 
of lessons concerning the impacts of inclusive growth discussed earlier 
in this chapter. Consequently, while attention to the need for inclusion 
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has intensified, policy debates remain focused on a narrow definition of 
inclusion as access to the benefits of growth, and on traditional markers 
of economic activity: employment, skills, infrastructure and transport. 
Important lessons are overlooked, including those that concern connect-
ing inclusion to specific outcomes, such as livelihood security and pros-
perity, and the need for cross-​sector collaborations that engage business 
in developing a shared vision and strategies for action.

An expanded notion of inclusion, as outlined in the previous sec-
tion, increases the range of levers available for action in three key ways 
(see Figure 4.3). The first is inclusion in knowledge-​generation processes. 
As argued throughout this chapter, data, evidence and knowledge based 
on lived experience generate fundamentally different ways of under-
standing the economy and the impacts of economic policy on everyday 
life. The democratic deficit in economic policy making allows few oppor-
tunities for understanding and generating actions based on lived experi-
ence. The knowledge that is used to frame problems, inform policy, and 
drive investments intended to level up regional inequalities and place-​
based policy making, is based on expert-​led and macro-​level data, miss-
ing the nuance of place and knowledge of lived experience. Alternatively, 

Figure 4.2  Local government policy levers for inclusive growth.

Source: IGP 2021
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context-​specific indicators and disaggregated data, designed and imple-
mented through community co-​production of policy, drawing on citizens’ 
own knowledge, can enhance local capacities and capabilities through 
participation in knowledge-​generating processes that contribute to a 
wider range of livelihood opportunities.

The second lever overlooked in narrow visions of inclusion is collab-
orative leadership. New approaches to collaborative leadership should 
focus on cross-​sector partnerships that include citizens and businesses, 
alongside local government, public agencies and third-​sector NGOs. 
An expanded notion of inclusion is operationalised around local priori-
ties, and developed through co-​produced forms of knowledge and new 
forms of partnership that bring citizens into participatory planning and 
policy making. This shift broadens the range of stakeholders involved in 
economic decision making, and thereby the scope of plans, policies and 
practices that can be influenced across sectors.4

The third lever in an expanded notion of inclusion is evaluation 
and monitoring. Taking the case of secure livelihoods in east London 
in Chapter 3 as an example, we can see the interrelated and multiscalar 
assets people draw on in daily life. It follows that positioning secure live-
lihoods as the desired outcome of inclusive-growth policy would require 
a multidimensional framework for analysis that can incorporate these 
intersecting assets. This necessitates context-​specific indicators and par-
ticipatory forms of monitoring and evaluation, as well as open-​source 
performance data accessible to citizens, allowing them to hold imple-
mentation agencies to account.

Figure 4.3  Expanded range of levers linked to broader definition of 
inclusion.

Source: IGP, 2021
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An expanded notion of inclusion recognises the need to focus on 
local lived experience and context-​specific pathways to prosperity (which 
in east London means secure livelihoods), as an outcome of inclusion and 
economic policy. It works to address the participation gap that currently 
gives citizens little voice in the research used to frame the problems or in 
the conversations to contribute to meaningful change through genuinely 
inclusive policy making.

4.6  Conclusion: who shapes economic policy? 
Addressing the democratic deficit

This chapter argues that there is a misalignment between economic pol-
icy making and lived experience –​ a democratic deficit. We have dem-
onstrated that livelihood security should be at the centre of post-​Covid 
responses in east London, where it has been defined as a critical determi-
nant of prosperity (Chapter 3; Moore & Woodcraft, 2019). Secure income 
and good-​quality work, affordable, secure and good-​quality housing, 
food and energy security, access to key public services, and inclusion in 
the social and economic life of the city form the assets that people draw 
on to build a secure livelihood. These are interdependent and intersect 
with multiple identities, cutting across sectors and policy domains which 
are commonly siloed in economic decision making. It is evident from the 
scale of insecurity that the secure ​livelihoods framework has relevance 
for other parts of the UK, and this chapter calls for citizen-​led knowledge 
to drive action on strategies and policies for shared prosperity and level-
ling up in a post-​Covid context.

We use secure livelihoods as the framework to examine the 
inclusive growth/​inclusive economies policies currently dominating 
Covid-​19 recovery activities in local government. The current inclusive-​
growth approach comprises a narrow vision of inclusion as access to the 
benefits of economic growth. It fails to account for lived realities, and 
this democratic deficit has contributed to ongoing failures to address 
rising social and economic inequalities and in-​work poverty in the UK. 
Expanding the notion of inclusion and addressing the democratic defi-
cit creates new policy levers for local government which account for 
context-​specific interactions between macro-​ and microeconomic fac-
tors to generate effective policy making. New policy levers for action 
on place-​based prosperity can fundamentally shift not only the spheres 
within which local government operates, but the way the economy is 
understood.
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Notes

	 1.	 For example, London Prosperity Index analysis shows that Black, Asian and minority ethnic 
groups not only suffer from lower household disposable income than white ethnic groups, 
but also feel less safe in public spaces, feel dissatisfaction with local environmental and health 
services, and experience a lack of autonomy and ability to change their lives (Charalambous, 
2020). Most people experience an intersection of the identities (Crenshaw, 1991) and realities 
that contribute to their ability to make a living and live a good life, which cannot be understood 
through macroeconomic analysis alone.

	 2.	 People in the poorest areas of England and Wales have been twice as likely to die from Covid-​19  
than those in less deprived areas (Caul, 2020). People from Pakistani, Bangladeshi and 
black and minority ethnic backgrounds have a significantly higher risk of death than people 
from white backgrounds, which is partly a result of socioeconomic deprivation (White & 
Nafilyan, 2020).

	 3.	 Policy levers, or styles of action, are instruments available to policy makers to direct, manage 
and shape services (Steer et al., 2006).

	 4.	 The London Prosperity Board (LPB) is an example of collaborative leadership in action. It is an 
innovative cross-​sector partnership between the IGP, UCL, London government, public agen-
cies, businesses, the third sector, and local communities in east London. Its goal is to develop 
new ways of thinking, generate new forms of evidence and test new ways of working that make 
sustainable and inclusive prosperity a reality for people living and working in London (London 
Prosperity Board, 2020).
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5
Building co-​designed infrastructures 
in Lebanon’s spaces of displacement
Hanna Baumann, Joana Dabaj, Nikolay Mintchev, 
Henrietta L. Moore and Andrea Rigon

5.1  Introduction

What does it take to bring people together in socially fragmented and 
culturally diverse urban settings? How can communities affected by dis-
placement and compounded crises establish a sense of shared prosperity? 
In what follows, we address these questions within the Lebanese context 
of large-​scale displacement. Lebanon has a long history of receiving refu-
gees and migrants. Over the past century, it has been the recipient of mul-
tiple waves of displaced people, including Armenians, Palestinians, Iraqis 
and, more recently, a large number of Syrians. At the time of writing, 
with approximately 1.5 million Syrian refugees, Lebanon has the highest 
number of refugees per capita in the world: approximately a quarter of its 
population (UNHCR, 2021).

The arrival of Syrians in Lebanon is often portrayed as exerting 
‘pressure’ or ‘strain’ on the country’s economy, services and infrastruc-
ture (Abid et al., 2017; see also Baylouny, 2020). But even if such claims 
are true in some circumstances and contexts, they do not tell the whole 
story, and they raise important questions about what opportunities there 
are to create pathways to livelihood security and sustainable prosperity 
in the context of large-​scale displacement. Solutions to the challenges 
presented by displacement and migration must be approached on mul-
tiple levels simultaneously. On one level, national policies and humani-
tarian or development interventions that generate incomes, an effective 
educational system and decent public infrastructure are crucial for deal-
ing with the effects of mass displacement. A primary focus on this level, 
however, runs the risk of relying on aggregate outcomes, as well as on 
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narrow conceptions of prosperity and progress, without considering if 
and how these outcomes translate into good-quality of life for people on 
the ground. On a second level, we argue that solutions must be locally 
driven and locally adapted in ways that prioritise the concerns that are 
relevant to people and the spaces they inhabit; crucially, this includes 
displaced people themselves as well as host populations.

This chapter focuses on possibilities for creating solutions at this 
second level through the co-​design and community-​engaged construc-
tion of urban interventions in a socially inclusive manner, whereby 
both host and refugee populations play an active role in the co-​creation 
process and take ownership of the results. We illustrate the long-​term 
and multifaceted value of urban co-​design with the example of a par-
ticipatory spatial intervention built in the town of Bar Elias in 2019, and 
evaluated in 2021. The aim of the evaluation was to understand how 
the intervention –​ with its specific history of being co-​created with the 
community –​ affects people’s experience of the built environment, includ-
ing their experiences and feelings of belonging to that environment and 
their relation to the people with whom they co-​inhabit it.

Prosperity, as the chapters in this volume make clear, is a concept 
and a phenomenon that ought to be understood in a context-​specific 
fashion. In the case of Lebanon, the incomplete recovery from the Civil 
War (1975–​90), the wave of displacement from Syria since 2011, and 
the multiple recent political and economic crises, shape the local param-
eters of how prosperity is understood. Infrastructure is an important ele-
ment in this context, because of longstanding deficits that the country 
has faced in infrastructure and in the provision of electricity, water, waste 
management, housing and open public spaces (see Chapter 6 for more on 
electricity infrastructure).

Even before the current economic crisis, the quality of Lebanon’s 
infrastructure was ranked among the lowest in the world (Harake & 
Kostopoulos, 2018). The infrastructural rebuilding and recovery after the 
Civil War was partial and insufficient (Chalcraft, 2009: 155), and closely 
bound up with sectarian politics and regimes of power that directly link 
service provision to private economic and political interests (for a review 
of the infrastructural vulnerabilities in Lebanon, see Baumann & Kanafani, 
2020). The Beirut post-​war recovery process has been heavily criticised 
for exacerbating inequalities, displacing local residents, failing to improve 
community relations, and destroying heritage architecture to build lux-
ury tower blocks (e.g., Bou Akar, 2018; Fawaz, 2009; Harb el-​Kak, 2000; 
Hourani, 2015; Khechen, 2018; Krijnen & Fawaz, 2010; Sawalha, 2010). 
Part of the problem is that the planning and development of the recon-
struction projects have shown little regard for the needs, experiences and 
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aspirations of local residents. As Aseel Sawalha’s (2010) ethnography of 
Beirut’s seaside neighbourhood of Ain al-​Mraiseh shows, when the post-​
war reconstruction process excluded residents and their views from deci-
sion making, the result was resentment and disillusionment towards the 
state and the Solidere company in charge of reconstruction. People felt 
that a vision of reconstruction was imposed on them without any regard 
or concern for them and their views, especially when it came to the needs 
of the most vulnerable members of the community. Within the post-​war 
recovery process, Sawalha claims, ‘development and modernity meant 
creating a cosmopolitan global city, in the hope of attracting investors and 
tourists, but at the same time it excluded its vulnerable residents from its 
future urban plans’ (2010: 131; see also Makdisi, 1997). Here, the vision 
of prosperity embodied in the process of reconstruction was a vision of 
diversity, cosmopolitanism and inclusion, but with a neoliberal twist: it 
was a vision of a welcoming cosmopolitan city, but only for those with 
enough money to fuel an economy of high-​end consumption. All other res-
idents –​ whether they are low-​income Lebanese, Syrian migrant workers, 
refugees, or domestic workers tied to the callous and exploitative kafala 
sponsorship system1 –​ are marginal to this vision of prosperity, despite the 
fact that it is through their labour that the city’s activities and services, 
including the reconstruction process, are able to continue.

5.2  Prosperity in the context of urban displacement

To rethink or redefine prosperity, as this volume argues, means to engage 
in depth with locally specific experiences, and to do so in an inclusive way 
that values the voices of people of all social and national backgrounds. 
In contexts of displacement and migration, what must also be attended 
to is the question of how the Other –​ the refugee, the displaced person, 
the migrant, the stranger –​ fits within the project of building a better 
future. One response to displacement and migration that has become all 
too familiar is the populist, protectionist response that focuses on pro-
tecting the prosperity of those who have it by keeping others out, either 
physically, or socially and economically. Within this model, the inclusion 
of foreigners in national life is seen as an impingement or as an obsta-
cle to building a better society. Recent critiques of this argument have 
pointed out that the presence of refugees can lead to economic benefits 
for host communities (for example, Betts & Collier, 2017; Betts et al., 
2017; Fawaz. et al., 2018; Yassine & Al-​Harithy, 2021), and that migra-
tion can also lead to vibrant and cohesive urban communities, as the case 
of London has shown (Mintchev & Moore, 2017, 2018). This means that 
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diversity can become the foundation of a prosperous society, and not an 
obstacle to it as proponents of the nationalist protectionist response often 
assume. But the question of whether (and how) countries, cities and 
communities can build shared prosperity depends on multiple variables 
such as the scale of migration, the educational levels and cultural back-
grounds of newcomers, and, not least, the public services which have the 
potential to enhance everyone’s capacities by covering their basic needs.

The question of how particular visions of prosperity come about and 
how they become embedded within societies needs to be examined across 
different scales, from governance to quotidian urban interactions. Top-​
level decisions about anything from legal rights for refugees and migrants 
to job creation strategies and funding for urban infrastructure are deci-
sive for determining what kind of society people co-​inhabit, but equally 
important is the way in which people manage their urban environments at 
the local level in everyday life. Attentiveness to subjectivity and agency is 
key to understanding how inclusive prosperity can be achieved in contexts 
of displacement. The way people relate to one another on a day-​to-​day 
basis depends on a range of subjective factors, including psychic represen-
tations and affective orientations towards others; it also depends on the 
kinds of practices that communities engage in, and the spatial and infra-
structural conditions they inhabit and share. As Ash Amin writes,

urban infrastructure (layout of public spaces, physical infrastruc-
ture, public services, technological and built environment, visual 
and symbolic culture) [has] resonance as a ‘collective unconscious’ 
working on civic feelings, including those towards the stranger. … 
[I]‌nterventions in the urban infrastructure guided by principles of 
multiplicity and common access have an important part to play in 
an urban politics of living with difference.

(Amin, 2012: 63)

In the Lebanese context of displacement, refugees are embedded in the 
urban fabric of large cities and small towns across the country. Unlike 
Jordan and Turkey (the other two main hosts of displaced Syrians), 
Lebanon has a policy of non-​encampment, which means that the major-
ity of Syrians have settled in and near cities, seeking job opportunities 
and access to services (Sanyal, 2017; Turner, 2015). This, though, does 
not make refugees’ lives and livelihoods any less precarious and uncer-
tain. Syrians who are able to find employment are usually poorly paid, 
with no job security, long working hours and limited time for rest or 
leisure. Since 2020, the economic crisis has made this situation worse 
for Syrians and for Lebanese. Precarity has expanded to the majority of 
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the population, including Lebanese in middle-​class professional occupa-
tions, and pushed a huge number of people into poverty, energy inse-
curity and food insecurity, with Syrian refugees and poor people being 
disproportionately affected (for example, UNICEF, 2021; United Nations 
Economic and Social Commission for Western Asia, 2021).

Tensions between refugees and hosts are also an issue in some 
areas, either because of sectarian and political differences, or as a result of 
competition over resources such as housing, jobs and services. Although 
Syrians were received with hospitality in the early days of the conflict in 
Syria (Christophersen et al., 2013), this dynamic soon changed, and the 
dominant narrative became one of ‘hosting fatigue’: refugees were said 
to be overstaying their welcome and becoming ‘a burden’ on the coun-
try’s already strained infrastructure (Fakhoury, 2017: 686; Knudsen, 
2017: 136). The result was an increasingly tense environment, culminat-
ing in fear of harassment and abuse in public spaces, as well as social 
disengagement from the public realm (Harb & Saab, 2014; DeJong et al., 
2017; Knudsen, 2018: 108–​9).

However, despite these circumstances, there are opportunities to 
develop spaces and practices that lead towards a shared vision of prosper-
ity. One way to do this, as we argue in this chapter, is through co-​designed 
and inclusive interventions. Such interventions must be inclusive in the 
sense that they embody principles of diversity, openness and accessibil-
ity. They must also be co-​designed in a way that invites local residents, 
both short-​ and long-​term, to make key decisions about what is needed 
to meet local priorities. The practice of co-​design has a number of signifi-
cant benefits: it ensures that interventions are responsive to locally rel-
evant issues; it presents an opportunity for people from diverse cultural 
and social backgrounds to collaborate; and it supports people’s agency by 
ensuring that local residents make important decisions and take owner-
ship of the final outcomes. This approach is fundamentally different from 
large-​scale top-​down projects of infrastructural development, because it 
generates specific forms of affective engagement, not just between the 
people involved in the co-​design, but also between the participants and 
the urban environment.

The participatory spatial intervention (PSI) presented in this 
chapter exemplifies how the process of co-​design amplifies the impact 
of infrastructural recovery. The intervention was led by Andrea Rigon 
(Bartlett Development Planning Unit) and involved Hanna Baumann 
(IGP), and Joana Dabaj and Riccardo Conti (CatalyticAction). The PSI is 
a relatively small initiative that was created as part of a wider academic 
research project led by Henrietta Moore. As such, the scale of its impact 
can hardly compete with that of big infrastructural projects funded by 
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states or private companies. The fact that the PSI was co-​designed, how-
ever, has meant that this relatively modest initiative has been embraced, 
maintained and further developed by the Bar Elias community in a way 
that has led to transformations of the urban environment as well as to 
experiences of sociality when people engage with one another. As the 
post-​implementation evaluation reveals, the participatory approach and 
its focus on social diversity and inclusion supported Bar Elias residents in 
engaging positively with one another and with local infrastructures dur-
ing and beyond the intervention. These new forms of engagement and 
their effects on the quality of urban life demonstrate the potential of col-
laborative development to improve public spaces and services and align 
them with new visions of shared urban prosperity.

5.3  Co-​design in Bar Elias

Bar Elias is a refugee-​hosting town in the Beqaa Valley, near Lebanon’s bor-
der with Syria. Since 2011, the town has seen its population nearly double 
as a result of displacement. At the start of the project in 2018, the town 
was home to approximately 65,000 Lebanese citizens, 6,000 Palestinian 
refugees, 31,500 registered Syrian refugees and up to 15,000 unregistered 
Syrians (UNHCR, 2018; Ullrich, 2018; Haddad et al., 2018). This ratio of 
refugees to hosts places Bar Elias in a category that the UN classifies as 
‘high pressure’ in terms of the potential for social instability (Inter-​Agency 
Coordination Lebanon, 2015). And indeed, while Bar Elias has been 
welcoming towards Syrians, there are reports of tensions, in particular 
because the presence of the displaced has altered public spaces such as 
street-​side markets (Ullrich, 2018). As a result, UN-​funded projects have 
been targeting locations like Bar Elias with large-​scale infrastructure pro-
jects in the hope of alleviating the social pressure and potential for politi-
cal instability (United Nations Development Programme, 2018). While the 
infrastructural issues that preceded the arrival of Syrian refugees continue 
in the area, the town has seen significant infrastructural investment from a 
variety of international donors, including a new Médecins Sans Frontières 
(MFS) hospital at the entrance road to the town (where the PSI was 
focused), as well as a football stadium and a recycling plant.

However, as some UN representatives acknowledged in interviews, 
the technocratic assumption that increased infrastructural investment 
will automatically lower the potential for conflict between refugees and 
hosts is somewhat simplistic. The problem with this view is that it treats 
everyday urban politics as a zero-​sum game in which residents fight over 
scarce resources, without duly acknowledging that living with difference 
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requires civic feelings anchored in joint aspirations and collaborative 
actions. The PSI was designed to embody a fundamentally different 
approach, one based on citizen social science as a mechanism of involving 
members of the community in the research process while capitalising on 
opportunities to bring people together to make joint contributions to the 
future of their town. Citizen social science, as we practise it, is a research 
methodology in which members of the community are recruited, trained 
in research and integrated into the research team, where they play an 
active role in all project activities, from research design and data col-
lection to presentation and publication of findings and development 
of interventions (for more detail on citizen social science see Jallad & 
Mintchev, 2019; Jallad et al., 2022; Mintchev et al., 2022).

The research leading up to the physical intervention focused on the 
manner in which vulnerabilities created by public services (or the lack 
thereof) are shared, and how they can be jointly addressed to create 
solutions that benefit both refugees and hosts (for a detailed documenta-
tion of the PSI process and its outcomes, see Dabaj et al., 2020). The PSI 
began with the recruitment and training of local citizen scientists who 
subsequently carried out research over the course of 10 months, begin-
ning with a one-​week workshop in August 2018, to identify the town’s 
public spaces, their uses and their users. The entrance road to the city 
was identified as the site for the physical intervention, because it is the 
only space used by all groups residing in and visiting Bar Elias. This was 
followed by a seven-​day participatory design workshop with citizen sci-
entists and other residents (Figure 5.1). The latter, like the citizen scien-
tists, were recruited to reflect the diversity of Bar Elias’s communities in 
terms of nationality, gender, age and class.

This attention to diversity was crucial, as participatory research and 
design often risks privileging the input of local elites and consequently 
reproducing entrenched power relations and inequalities (Mansuri &  
Rao, 2013; Rigon, 2014; see also Dabaj & Conti, 2020; Rigon et al., 
2021). Our deliberate inclusion of residents from different backgrounds 
was intended to act as a countermeasure to this challenge. And indeed, 
some of the participants noted that the PSI was the first time that ‘locals’ 
(understood here as Lebanese and Palestinians, most of whom have lived 
in the town for decades) and displaced Syrians worked on a common 
project. The content of the discussion during the workshops also made a 
difference to cross-​cultural conversation. The dialogues helped residents 
to engage with various points of view about the infrastructural chal-
lenges of the town, including the ones faced by all communities as well 
as those particular to certain groups or neighbourhoods. The dialogue 
highlighted the way in which local concerns were often shared, and gave 
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expression to a narrative that was in stark contrast to the commonly 
voiced allegations that others overstretch local services. By focusing the 
discussion on the interdependence of everyone in the town, participants’ 
narratives centred on the need to construct an infrastructure to manage 
and improve the town’s shared spaces and resources.

Within this framework of interdependence, participants and research-
ers studied and learned about the infrastructural conditions of the town 
and the various, intersectional vulnerabilities that these conditions gener-
ated. They brainstormed the underlying causes of local vulnerabilities and 
began to formulate potential solutions that would address them through 
small-​scale interventions. A number of potential solutions were then pro-
posed as a way to address residents’ vulnerabilities, while contributing to 
a vision of the city that was shared by different social groups. Proposals 
included various types of urban provision: improved safety mechanisms 
such as traffic lights, pedestrian crossings and access ramps; improve-
ments to the main road, where different communities meet, including 
street shading, benches and greenery to increase the hours of use and pro-
vide protection from summer sun and winter rain; beautification measures 
and signage intended to encourage a sense of shared identity and respon-
sibility; and proposals for bigger centralised projects such as the creation 
of a park with a playground that would serve as an inter-​communal meet-
ing space. All of these proposed solutions were centred around a vision 

Figure 5.1  Bar Elias residents at the Participatory Planning Workshop, 
October 2018.

Source: Hanna Baumann
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of improving opportunities for inter-​group relations, fostering pride in the 
town, and improving the experience of diverse groups of users of the road, 
including children and people living with disabilities. These proposals 
were subsequently translated into designs, which were presented to the 
residents for feedback and consultation in December 2018.

The research and consultation process produced a series of designs 
that were implemented and built in May 2019. One of the designs was a 
large circular concrete seating area that was installed on a wide section 
of the pavement in front of the local polyclinic (Figure 5.2). Previously, 
this space was either blocked by cars parked on the pavement or, when 
this was not the case, used by waiting patients, who were forced to sit 
on the ground. The bench was covered by a shade under which patients 
and other users could rest and socialise. The bench was also designed to 
encourage children to play.

The aluminium panels that provided shade were laser-​cut in a way 
that spelled out Arabic phrases on the pavement. The slogans reflected 
participants’ values and aspirations of co-​existence (for example, ‘Bar 
Elias, the mother of strangers, cleanliness and togetherness’). Another 
key initiative of the PSI was the rehabilitation of a previously dilapi-
dated green space behind the MSF hospital, which had been earmarked 
to become a parking lot. The space was cleaned up, planted and turned 
into a park with benches, with a specially added access path from the 
main road (Figure 5.3). All along the entrance road to the town, newly 

Figure 5.2  A child playing on the circular bench.

Source: CatalyticAction
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installed shades and seating encouraged people to sit and gather, while 
floor games invited children to play and use the pavements. Speed bumps 
were installed to calm traffic and pavement ramps to enable easier access 
for pushchairs and wheelchairs. Murals and signage pointing out local 
sites were added to enhance the aesthetics of the public realm and to 
make the town easier to navigate for visitors (Figures 5.4, 5.5 and 5.6).

Figure 5.3  The green space behind the MSF hospital after clean-​up 
and planting.

Source: CatalyticAction

Figure 5.4  Access ramp onto high pavement.

Source: CatalyticAction
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Figure 5.5  Shade incorporating laser-​cut phrases and recycled 
materials above newly installed seating. A sign in the background points 
passers-​by to the revitalised garden.

Source: CatalyticAction
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5.4  Social impacts of co-​designed infrastructures

Two years after the completion of the PSI, in September 2021, our team 
designed an evaluation programme to assess the intervention’s impact 
over time. The preceding period had been one of disruption and crisis. 
In October 2019, a revolution erupted across the country, with mass 
protests that eventually ousted the government. This was followed by 
a massive currency depreciation, which led to unemployment, rising 
poverty rates and a surge in the cost of living. In the spring of 2020, 
the Covid-​19 pandemic hit Lebanon hard, especially since there was no 
social safety net to support people during lockdown. In August 2020, 
one of the largest ever non-​nuclear explosions destroyed vast swathes 
of Beirut, killing over 200 people, injuring thousands, and displacing 
hundreds of thousands.

These successive and compounding crises were felt in Bar Elias. 
There had been over 250 deaths from Covid-​19 in the town at the time 
of the evaluation, according to local reports (see Lebanese Ministry of 
Health, 2022). At the same time, the economic crisis resulted in a decline 
of the public realm, with shortages of money and basic goods leading to a 
proliferation of theft of anything that could be of value, from cars to pieces 
of hard infrastructure such as manhole covers. The relationship between 
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long-​term residents (Lebanese and Palestinian) and displaced Syrians 
also deteriorated during this period. Negative rumours were spread about 
refugees and there were occasional conflicts in the ubiquitous queues for 
health services at the polyclinic or for fuel at the petrol station. The acute 
economic crisis also meant that the municipality could not afford to main-
tain the built environment beyond the most essential services.

The evaluation of the PSI took place in this context of recession 
and the incapacity of the public sector. Like the research that preceded 
it, the evaluation was carried out in collaboration with citizen scientists, 
with four members of the original citizen science group taking the lead in 
monitoring and documenting the impact. The evaluation team observed 
and recorded residents’ interactions with all elements of the PSI over six 
days and conducted short interviews with users and passers-​by. The find-
ings suggested that the majority of residents saw the PSI as having a posi-
tive impact on the town and the community. The PSI’s focus on making 
the town centre a space where it is easier for people to socialise fostered 
inter-​group interactions and a stronger sense of collective identity, while 
opening up new spaces to previously marginalised groups.

The most notable impact of the PSI was generated by its key 
design feature –​ the shaded seating area with play elements and mosaic 
decorations –​ which had transformed the town both physically and 
socially by encouraging social interactions. In fact, the space had become 
known locally as ‘the new town square’, a new landmark in the town 
which served as a gathering point for all residents and visitors across dif-
ferences of nationality, class and age. It was used by children and care
givers waiting for doctor’s appointments throughout the day, and by 
young men who needed a place to socialise in the evenings. The space 
was also the site for large gatherings, public demonstrations and commu-
nal celebrations: protests of up to 2,000 people during the October 2019 
revolution; gatherings on the Palestinian national day (officially known 
as Independence Day) and protests against the Israeli attacks on Gaza in 
2021; celebrations on Muslim holidays such as Ramadan, Hijri New Year 
and the Prophet’s Birthday. All of these activities were now taking place 
at the newly developed space (Figures 5.7 and 5.8).

As one citizen scientist explained, the PSI transformed the land-
scape of the town and the way in which residents expressed their col-
lective identity: the PSI, he said, was ‘wajhet al mantaqa’ (the face of 
the area), and was comparable to Beirut’s bustling Hamra Street. The 
space, he elaborated, had become a local landmark, and people would 
frequently say, ‘Let’s meet at the saha (square)’, referring to the bench 
outside the polyclinic.
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But with increased use, prime location and a sequence of crises came 
increased securitisation. As the economic situation worsened, shortly 
after the construction of the PSI, the police placed a temporary police 
station (a container) next to the bench, in order to observe the main road 
and reduce theft. This blocked the flow of people and inhibited access to 
a drinking fountain, and also made the area aesthetically and socially less 
welcoming. The looming presence of police officers made people –​ and 
especially women –​ less comfortable in the space. Nevertheless, a young 
man who regularly sat on the bench said that, despite the police pres-
ence, the installation was hugely beneficial: ‘The space has been used a 

Figure 5.7  Gathering around the seating area during the Lebanese 
revolution, October 2019.

Source: Moayad Hamdallah, citizen scientist

Figure 5.8  Gathering to celebrate the Prophet’s Birthday, 2019.

Source: Moayad Hamdallah, citizen scientist
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lot more in the past two years, and it benefits everyone, but especially 
the Syrians who come here because their houses are too small.’ Initially, 
residents had expressed worries that creating a seating area in a pub-
lic square would attract ‘thugs’, but this prediction did not come true; 
instead, the installation became a ‘place for all groups’, as another citizen 
scientist put it, and it also brought a sense of pride to the town, particu-
larly among those who had taken an active part in the research, design 
and implementation.

In comparison with the circular bench, the rehabilitated green 
space was less successful in its goal of providing a safe and inclusive pub-
lic space. This was because it required a significant amount of mainte-
nance, which the municipality did not have the capacity to deliver in a 
time of crisis. During the design phase of the PSI project, CatalyticAction 
had negotiated with the municipality that only a small part of the park 
would be used for car parking, and that the municipality would water 
and care for the greenery in the park. Two years on, however, much of 
the space was used for parking, especially by the polyclinic staff, and the 
municipality only watered the plants when a member of the citizen sci-
ence team followed it up with them. The newly installed wooden benches 
had been stolen six months after completion (with numerous unsubstan-
tiated rumours circulating that refugees were to blame and that polyclinic 
staff stole the benches for their homes). Furthermore, the space was used 
for very limited periods during the day: in the daytime, the space was 
barely visited by anyone, because of the strong sun and lack of shade; 
at night, the absence of lighting meant that hardly anyone would visit, 
save for the occasional couple looking for a quiet date spot. The only time 
when the space was busy was in the evenings when it was cooler and still 
bright: children played football in the green area for several hours every 
evening, and families visited the space around sunset to let small chil-
dren run around. As Moayad Hamdallah (one of the most active citizen 
scientists on the team) explained, this small green area holds enormous 
potential for improving residents’ wellbeing in the future: ‘If the park is 
maintained and a playground installed, it could create a peaceful spot for 
children who are badly impacted by the stressful economic situation and 
allow them to play in a safe area set back from the road.’

The smaller elements of the PSI that were placed along the main 
road (for example, seating, access ramps, speed bumps, trees) also led to 
mixed outcomes in terms of impact. Initial worries about young men loi-
tering on the seats did not materialise, but other issues came to the fore. 
Some of the newly installed shaded seating was claimed by shop owners, 
causing tensions with other residents who were also interested in using 
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it. The seating installed for the local taxi stand also ran into problems: the 
fact that it was built for short waits meant that it was not comfortable 
enough for the longer periods that taxi drivers spent waiting for custom-
ers. This, combined with the lack of shade, meant that drivers preferred 
to bring their own chairs and sit on the tree-​lined central reservation 
(median) of the road. The trees were well looked after by shop owners 
and daily street users, and they thrived, while providing much-​needed 
shade (Figure 5.9).

The 16 ramps designed to enable access for wheelchair and push-
chair users were successful at improving access to the pavement. A major 
problem –​ one that was correctly anticipated during the design phase –​ 
was that the ramps were used by motorcycles and tuk-​tuks to drive onto 
the pavement. In response, one local butcher had removed the ramp near 
his shop because he felt that the exhaust from small vehicles affected the 
quality of his meat. The colourful floor games painted on the pavement 
proved to be particularly successful. They were regularly used by chil-
dren, especially in the cooler summer evenings, and the murals and sig-
nage were generally well maintained. The speed bumps that were put in 
place to slow down some of the traffic had to be removed because of lack 
of maintenance, but the citizen scientists have committed to having them 
reinstalled once the municipality raises the necessary funds.

Figure 5.9  One of the trees planted as part of the PSI providing shade 
to a street seller, 2021.

Source: CatalyticAction
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Another key part of the post-​implementation impact was the way 
in which members of the Bar Elias community treated, maintained and 
built on the different elements of the PSI. As we suggested earlier, one of 
the benefits of co-​design and community-​engaged implementation is that 
residents of the community take ownership of the project and maintain a 
strong investment in its long-​term maintenance and use. As the findings 
of the impact evaluation revealed, Bar Elias residents did in fact assume 
ownership of the PSI installations and took a number of actions on their 
own initiative to preserve and enhance them. Several people even repli-
cated parts of the PSI. For example, about a month after the PSI’s comple-
tion, staff from the aforementioned polyclinic added additional concrete 
benches with planters and a sign for disability access along the path to 
the rehabilitated garden. In another example, a local activist from the 
organisation Moltaka Shabab Bar Elias (Bar Elias Youth Meeting Point) 
installed murals in the different neighbourhoods of the town.

When maintenance could not be carried out by the municipality, 
members of the community were able to step in to maintain the inter-
vention. A staff member from the polyclinic took on the responsibility 
of watering the trees in front of the building, while an employee of the 
MSF hospital watered the trees on the opposite side of the street. The 
citizen scientists also took an active role in the long-​term maintenance of 
the PSI’s different elements. In particular, one team member –​ Moayad 
Hamdallah –​ expressed a keen sense of responsibility to ensure that 
the installations remained in good shape: he notified CatalyticAction 
of any changes or need for repairs; he continuously negotiated with the 
municipality and local politicians about maintaining the positive changes 
despite the economic crisis; and he stored removed parts of the PSI, such 
as some of the speed bumps, at his home in the hope that they will be 
reinstalled at a later point. Hamadallah also co-​ordinated several small 
maintenance works directly with the team and took part in the works 
while they were carried out.

While this chapter has focused on the impacts on the urban envi-
ronment and residents’ sociality of the co-​designed social infrastructure, 
the participatory approach created a human infrastructure of trained and 
mobilised residents able to act for their town across boundaries of nation-
ality, gender, age and religion (Rigon et al., 2021). Some of the citizen 
scientists who were initially recruited for this project went on to work 
on other research initiatives, where they were able to apply the training 
and experience they had gained while working in the IGP team. For oth-
ers, the experience of working in a diverse group enhanced their under-
standing of their community. One citizen scientist, for example, said that 
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taking part in the PSI helped him to think from the perspective of other 
groups and consider their needs with greater awareness. Another mem-
ber of the team made a similar statement about awareness, understand-
ing and acceptance across social divides: ‘Working with colleagues from 
different backgrounds gave me more confidence and openness to accept 
people with different thoughts and ideas.’ Furthermore, being able to 
take ownership of the intervention and its outcomes helped participants 
to adopt new roles in their communities. One citizen scientist noted that 
the spaces enhanced by the intervention are known to her friends and 
neighbours as spaces she created, while another citizen scientist said that 
the team members who participated in the project were now ‘well known 
in the community’ for the work that they had done. Such recognition 
was always welcomed by the people who made a contribution, but it was 
particularly significant for refugees, whose participation in the improve-
ment of their town meant that they could ‘give back’ to their hosts, as 
one Syrian citizen scientist put it. Within the context of displacement 
and often strained host–​refugee relations, the process of the PSI, from 
research to implementation, was an opportunity to challenge the stereo-
type of refugees as passive recipients of aid and to highlight their abil-
ity and willingness to contribute to their town and community. Refugees 
were denied the rights of national citizenship (in the legal sense of the 
term), but they were both capable of exercising and willing to exercise 
urban citizenship (in the participatory sense of the term) by demonstrat-
ing a duty of care towards the town that they lived in and the people with 
whom they co-​inhabited it (Rigon et al., 2021). Finally, citizen scientists 
used the skills and social networks they acquired to engage in a variety 
of other independent initiatives, including building a group with the aim 
of running for political office, student activism, involving neighbours in 
planning a better use of an empty space near their dwellings, and advo-
cacy with the municipality.

5.5  Conclusion

The participatory spatial intervention presented in this chapter illus-
trates how collaborative creation of social infrastructures in which mem-
bers of the public are involved in research, design and implementation 
can amplify impact and generate social value beyond the materiality of 
the infrastructures themselves (Rigon et al., 2021). This, we argue, has 
important implications for thinking about economic and infrastructural 
recovery, especially in the Lebanese context of displacement, where 
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tensions between hosts and refugees, competition over resources, and 
narratives about refugees as a burden persist. Investment in infrastruc-
tures is much needed at the moment, but it is important to question what 
that investment is used for, how it is implemented, who will benefit from 
it, and with what consequences. There is good reason to anticipate that 
the impact of infrastructural recovery will be not only very limited, but 
also fraught with a range of social and political challenges, if it is con-
ducted in a top-​down manner without any input or engagement from 
local community members. In order to achieve adequate delivery of ser-
vices, as Fawaz (2018) suggests, infrastructural projects must build on 
existing informal arrangements and localised support systems.

Furthermore, efforts to improve quality of life are impossible to 
separate from efforts to address displacement-​related challenges. This is 
because hosts and refugees inhabit the same spaces, and use (and con-
tribute to) overlapping infrastructures, services and social support sys-
tems. But contrary to claims that hosts and refugees are in continuous 
competition over scarce resources in a zero-​sum game, the experience 
of Bar Elias shows that it is both possible and beneficial to view refugees 
and hosts as interdependent actors who can support one another and 
work together towards shared goals. Future initiatives and interventions, 
regardless of their scale, should thus account for the value of partnership 
with communities and uphold principles of dialogue and inclusion, with 
the right mechanisms in place to embed these principles into practice.

If infrastructural projects aspire to delivering prosperity as it has 
been redefined in this volume, they need to include the intended ben-
eficiaries in the process of creation. This means giving people the oppor-
tunity to express their voices, whether this is done through consultation 
and co-​design of policy action, or, as in the case of the PSI discussed here, 
through participation in the building and implementation of the project. 
As our example from Bar Elias shows, this approach is beneficial for both 
the residents and the built environment: it gives people a chance to cre-
ate an urban environment they want to live in, it strengthens feelings of 
belonging, it encourages people to care for their public spaces and, not 
least, it transforms social relations towards pathways to collaboration for 
meaningful change.

Note

	 1.	 Migrant domestic workers are excluded from the country’s labour laws and are instead gov-
erned by the kafala sponsorship system whereby workers’ rights to work and live in the coun-
try are tied to their employer. This frequently results in exploitation and abuse.
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6
Decentralised renewable energy:  
a pathway to prosperity for Lebanon?
Henrietta L. Moore, Hannah Collins and Diala Makki

6.1  Introduction

Lebanon is embroiled in five major crises simultaneously: an economic 
crisis, a refugee crisis, a climate crisis, a post-​Covid crisis and the after-
math of the port of Beirut explosion. Since 2021 these crises have been 
compounded by ongoing government failures, the Ukraine war and rock-
eting prices for food and energy. There is widespread agreement that pol-
icy inaction is fuelling an economic and social catastrophe, underpinned 
by sustained distrust between government and citizens/​residents. The 
capture of resources by the elite, sectarian politics and regional conflict 
have ensured long-​term fragility and dysfunction and are continuing to 
drive political unrest. The lack of consensus on an alternative economic 
vision for Lebanon further erodes trust, and sidelines and marginalises 
community efforts and initiatives.

Multiple intersecting crises have affected people’s quality of life, 
diminishing job opportunities and reducing the provision of public ser-
vices in education, health, clean water, waste management and energy. 
Weakened public services are undermining wellbeing and human capital 
development and putting the social contract at further risk. According to 
the Human Capital Index (HCI), a next-​generation Lebanese worker will 
only achieve 52 per cent of the productive potential she would have had if 
she had had a complete education and full health. This figure is below the 
average for both upper-​middle-​income countries and the MENA region 
(World Bank, 2020). It underscores the point that Lebanon is not allo-
cating sufficient resources to key public services to build the necessary 
capacities and capabilities of its citizens/​residents (World Bank, 2022).
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The future prosperity of Lebanon is closely linked to improved public 
services, and at the core of these is the question of energy (Ahmad, 2020; 
Moore & Collins, 2019). A reliable, sustainable, affordable and accessi-
ble energy supply would significantly improve the wellbeing, employabil-
ity, safety, health and education of Lebanon’s population. It is becoming 
increasingly evident that energy policy in Lebanon should focus on hybrid 
systems, with decentralisation, sustainability and enhanced renewable 
energy (RE) provision, informed by Lebanon’s residents, who are already 
engaging in multifaceted responses to crumbling energy infrastructure, 
rising prices and government failures. In this chapter, we draw on the 
IGP’s work in Lebanon since 2017 under the RELIEF Centre in order to 
look beyond macroeconomic questions and the cost of infrastructure 
development, and examine potential transformations in energy systems in 
terms of people’s quality of life and the role public services play in building 
capacities and capabilities (IGP, 2019a, 2019b; Moore & Collins, 2019; 
RELIEF Centre & UN-​Habitat Lebanon, 2020; Pietrostefani et al., 2022; 
Shehabi et al., 2021; Shehabi & El-​Masri, 2022; Zaher, 2022).1

6.2  Challenges for energy policy in Lebanon

Climate change impacts the entire economy of Lebanon and all aspects of 
the environment, which is vulnerable to rising sea levels and heatwaves 
(Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands, 2018). The Lebanese 
population has been subject to severe water shortages for decades. Water 
service delivery is substandard and intermittent. This has particular con-
sequences for the poor, who spend up to 15 per cent of their total house-
hold income on alternative water supplies, which are not themselves 
sustainable (World Bank, 2020). In July 2021 more than four million 
people were at risk of losing access to safe drinking water, as the coun-
try’s main power plants ran out of fuel (UNICEF, 2021). Water shortages 
and heatwaves add strains to a struggling energy system. Projections for 
temperature rises of between 1°C and 3°C by 2040 are estimated to lead 
to an annual increase in electricity consumption for cooling of between 
9.04 and 28.55 per cent (Kabakian et al., 2011). The Lebanese economy 
loses about $800 million per year in agricultural and food costs that 
can be traced directly and indirectly to climate change (USAID, 2019). 
Alarming levels of environmental degradation are the consequence of 
ongoing mismanagement and political stasis. Levels of pollution and 
the degradation of natural resources pose significant risks to economic 
and social sustainability, and to the health and wellbeing of citizens/​
residents. UNDP has estimated the cost of environmental degradation at  
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4.4 per cent of the country’s GDP (World Bank, 2020: 48). There is an 
urgent need to shift towards a green economy based on collaborative, 
transparent and inclusive engagement with municipalities, business, 
civil society, and communities.

In Lebanon, as around the world, there is a mixed response to the 
changing landscape of the IPCC (2018, 2021, 2022) deadlines on cli-
mate change and how these might connect to energy reform, innovation, 
investment and participation. Further constraints for an RE transition for 
Lebanon are the vested interest throughout the economy in oil imports 
and the entrenched nature and power of the private generator owners 
who provide back-​up power when blackouts occur. The prospect of natu-
ral resource discovery has generated a great deal of investment interest 
and political debate (Fattouh & Mahadeva, 2016). Domestic gas could 
reduce import dependence and emissions. The gas market is expected 
to be dominated initially by gas imports that will eventually be partly 
replaced by indigenous gas. Gas streams will enter the Lebanese market 
at different geographical locations and on different contractual terms, 
but there is no developed legal or physical infrastructure to manage mar-
ket ownership and structure. The AUB Policy Institute (2018) suggests 
that the government of Lebanon needs to play a central role in regulating 
the gas market. There is potential for a hybrid-​energy system here that 
allows for private sector investment in gas and RE technologies, but it 
needs to be connected to a broader agenda and policies for long-​term 
prosperity in Lebanon (Ahmad, 2020).

While Lebanon is searching for oil and gas reserves (without sig-
nificant success), it has set a target of 30 per cent renewable energies 
by 2030. An earlier target of 12 per cent of its primary energy source 
to be renewable by 2020 was missed because of the ongoing political 
and financial crises in the country. Lebanon has had one of the biggest 
increases in greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions since 1990, and the energy 
sector, including transport, is responsible for 79 per cent of the country’s 
total GHG emissions (USAID, 2019). Power generation is the main con-
tributor here, because 88 per cent of imported fuel and 53 per cent of die-
sel and gas are used for thermal power generation (Shehabi et al., 2021). 
However, as one participant in the research pointed out, change needs to 
begin with the phasing out of fossil fuels.

The focus should be on starting to phase out of our current con-
ventional fossil fuel dependency on heavy fuel oil instead of being 
blinded by this frenzy of this clean gas coming our way without 
even knowing if we actually have gas.

(Participant, IGP/​Chatham House workshop, IGP, 2019b: 17).
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Electricité du Liban (EDL) holds the monopoly of energy supply in 
Lebanon. It is a vertically integrated national utility accountable to the 
Ministry of Energy and Water (MoEW) which is responsible for policy 
formulation for the electricity, fuel and water sectors. The Lebanese 
Center for Energy Conservation (LCEC) is the national energy agency 
for Lebanon and acts as the technical arm of the MoEW (LCEC, 2018). 
Overall responsibility rests with the Council of Ministers (CoM) chaired 
by the Prime Minister, and includes ministries that represent the major 
political parties in the country (World Bank, 2019). EDL is a highly 
politicised entity, with government appointment boards chosen through 
opaque processes based on sectarian quotas.

The electricity sector is a huge financial burden on Lebanon’s public 
finances. In 2020 the energy minister claimed that losses from the electric-
ity sector cost about USD 1.6 billion in public funds each year (Chehayeb, 
2021), or 3 per cent of GDP, while others suggest it is as much as USD  
2 billion, or 4.5 per cent of GDP (Hatoum, 2020). Since 1992, subsi-
dies and spending in the electricity sector have accounted for around 40  
per cent of government debt (Ayat et al., 2021). The government of 
Lebanon estimates that more than a quarter of Lebanon’s debt –​ currently 
more than $90 billion –​ results from EDL’s deficit (Snaije, 2022). The 
debt-​to-​GDP ratio in 2019 was approximately 170 per cent, and this debt 
continues to grow while GDP does not (Snaije, 2022).

EDL’s tariffs are still based on a 1997 fuel cost of around USD 
20 per barrel of oil (World Bank, 2022), which in 2018 covered only  
37 per cent of average operating costs, representing a substantial subsidy. 
The challenge for MoEW is to reduce transfers to EDL to cover its deficits 
while keeping tariffs low to mitigate the adverse effects of rising prices 
on citizens/​residents. In May 2021, the tariff was around USD 0.01 per 
kWh, but the cost of each kWh generated by EDL was USD 0.11–​0.18, 
representing less than 10 per cent of the total cost of the service (Ahmad, 
Mahmalat & Saghir, 2021). Low electricity tariffs that do not reflect the 
cost are a barrier to deployment of RE because of the long amortisation 
period. EDL cannot increase the tariffs until the infrastructure and the 
grid are reliable, but at the same time EDL does not have the finances 
to improve the system’s reliability (Vallvé et al., 2019). EDL will be the 
main customer for all large-​scale RE projects, but their financial deficit 
and bankability problems increase the risk of investment. There is no 
dedicated department within EDL for incorporating RE into the national 
grid, and no grid codes exist internationally that could be adopted (UN 
ESCWA, 2018).
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Despite such large subsidies, electricity supply is insufficient to meet 
demand. Inadequate energy infrastructure and supply have resulted 
in endemic power outages. The power gap is estimated at about 1 GW 
(and is likely much higher than this), leading to daily cuts for three hours 
in Beirut and up to 17 hours in the Beqaa Valley (World Bank, 2019). 
Following the Covid pandemic, the economic crash and the Beirut port 
explosion in 2020, the Lebanese currency has fallen fifteenfold in value. 
Hyperinflation means food staples are out of reach for many, essential 
medicines are out of stock, and there has been even less fuel to supply 
the overburdened energy infrastructure. The war in Ukraine and mas-
sive hikes in food and energy prices have exacerbated the situation fur-
ther. Over half the Lebanese population is now living in poverty, and 
extreme poverty has risen threefold since 2019, with many people una-
ble to afford basic services (UN, 2021). In 2020, the World Bank termed 
Lebanon’s economic and financial crisis a ‘deliberate depression’ (World 
Bank, 2020), and in 2022 a Ponzi scheme (World Bank, 2022).

Lebanese residents in 2021 witnessed an increase in severe elec-
tricity shortages and corresponding blackouts, compounded by a reduc-
tion in the foreign currency reserves necessary for fuel imports, and the 
expiry in 2020 of the contract with Sonatrach, the largest heavy fuel sup-
plier for EDL (World Bank, 2022). Power rationing increases dependency 
on expensive private diesel generators, but their fuel is also dependent 
on imports and the availability of foreign currency (Shehabi et al., 2021). 
In October 2021 electrical power was cut completely for 24 hours when 
both of the country’s main power plants ran out of fuel.

The unreliability of the energy services is an inherent feature of 
everyday life in Lebanon. Informal connections to private diesel genera-
tors, to maintain the electricity necessary to meet the basic requirements 
of households and businesses, have been normalised (Abi Ghanem, 2018, 
2021). The large number of ‘illegal’ connections to the grid results in a 
financial burden on the national economy that exceeds USD 330 million 
per year (AEMS, 2017). In 2017, 66 per cent of Lebanon’s households 
relied on diesel generators to back up power supply, with over 46 per cent  
of households paying 8.4 per cent of their income to secure electricity 
(Harajli & Chalak, 2018). Residents pay a double electricity bill: one 
to EDL and the other for back-​up generation, almost twice that of EDL, 
which results in the highest electricity bills in the region (Fardoun et al., 
2012). Neighbourhoods are allocated one private energy provider, with 
the backing of politicians and municipal officials. These energy provid-
ers do not face competition and can set their own fees. They are further 
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legitimised through local tariffs aimed at them. New housing blocks are 
built with space for generators, so new tenants have little choice but to 
accept this informal arrangement (Verdeil, 2016; Abi Ghanem, 2018). 
In 2018, the total private generator market was estimated at USD 1.1 
billion, serving 1.08 million customers whose electricity purchase was 
estimated at 4 terawatt hours (TWh). In total, when fuel imports and 
distribution, generator sales and maintenance services are consid-
ered, the value of the market is estimated at around USD 2 billion. The 
total size of the labour force linked to these operations is thought to 
be around 13,200 persons (World Bank, 2022). This contractual and 
physical entanglement of private generators in daily life reflects a pro-
cess of long-​running adaptation to the fragility of energy as a key pub-
lic service, but while some argue that it impedes innovation (Dziadosz, 
2018), others suggest that this informal sector provision will need to 
be woven into the process of transformation towards renewables and 
more sustainable energy provision (Abi Ghanem, 2021; Ahmad, 2020; 
and see below).

6.3  Renewable energy technology  
and policy in Lebanon

The landscape of energy policy in Lebanon is complex, incorporating 
different actors and drivers (Ahmad, 2020; Moore & Collins, 2019; IGP, 
2019a). A transition towards a green energy system involves widespread 
deployment of RE technology at different scales, the development of ena-
bling infrastructure, public and private investment, the implementation 
of appropriate regulatory frameworks, and the creation of new value 
chains, markets and industries (Ersoy et al., 2021).

Initial steps have been taken to develop Lebanon’s energy sec-
tor towards renewable sources, starting more than a decade ago and 
developed through the National Energy Efficiency Action Plan (NEEAP) 
2011–​2016 and the National Renewable Energy Action Plan (NREAP) 
2016–​2020. Environmentally, full implementation of the NREAP would 
have reduced Lebanon’s yearly carbon dioxide emissions by 11.25 per 
cent (UN ESCWA, 2018). By 2020, total installed RE power capacity 
amounted to 350 MW, including 286 MW from hydropower, 7 MW from 
landfill and 56.37 MW from solar (IRENA, 2020). This was far short of 
the targets set. A subsequent NREAP, 2021–​2025, with updated targets, 
has not been developed (LCEC, 2021).
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There is recognition within different sections of government 
(through the 30 per cent target goal, NREAP 2016–​2020, the National 
Energy Efficiency and Renewable Energy Action (NEEREA) loan scheme, 
and the Capital Investment Plan) and from the public (through the 
uptake of solar water heaters (SWHs) and photovoltaics (PVs)) and 
the private sector (through private bank loans for domestic installa-
tion and the financing of wind farms in rural areas and the Beirut River 
Solar Snake (BRSS)) that RE is the way forward. While there is some  
co-​ordination between the big players in RE in Lebanon, it is apparent that 
a lack of legal framework is inhibiting the sector from flourishing, and 
limiting its development. In addition to Covid-​19, the financial crash and 
government paralysis, the main barriers to full deployment of RE tech-
nologies are a lack of components and a lack of clarity within the exist-
ing, outdated institutional and legal frameworks. Regulations are based 
on industrial traditions and codes; they are not up to date with sector 
developments. Delays to the implementation of a legal framework to pri-
vatise, liberalise and unbundle the sector have meant that only one wind 
power programme signed a purchase power agreement (PPA), under a 
law that is now defunct (UN ESCWA, 2018). This means that decrees that 
give EDL a monopoly in generation, transmission and distribution are 
still being applied. A legal regulator to set prices and liaise between gov-
ernment and private power producers has not been appointed. It is not 
clear which legal process the Lebanese government will deploy, and this 
uncertainty is delaying major investments in utility-​scale RE. A critical 
challenge for Lebanon will be managing governance and transparency in 
the energy sector (Ahmad, Mahmalat & Saghir, 2021).

The solar photovoltaic sector is now well established in Lebanon, 
and growth since 2020 has been particularly rapid, as residents des-
perately try to avoid blackouts and expensive generator bills. Solar 
PV energy production is in abundant supply in Lebanon, which has 
around 300 days of sunshine per year, for eight to nine hours each day 
(Berjawi et al., 2017). Given that most electricity rationing in Lebanon 
occurs during the day, solar energy offers a sustainable alternative to 
cuts and diesel generators. Solar PV plants can be complemented with 
wind power. Initially, SWHs were the most developed RE technology 
in Lebanon, gaining momentum since 2010 with the aim of achieving 
‘a solar water heater for every household’ (Bassil, 2010). The NEEAP 
2011–​2015 laid out a financing scheme for the SWH market (LCEC, 
2016). Private banks, supported by the Lebanese Central Bank (BDL), 
offered five-​year, interest-​free loans for residential SWHs (that do not 
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exceed $5000), and the MoEW contributed $200 to cover capital costs. 
SWH projects that exceeded $5000 could apply for a NEEREA loan. 
These loan schemes created momentum in the Lebanese SWH market, 
which more than doubled in 2010–​2020 (LCEC, 2019b). Thirty-​eight 
per cent of the SWH systems installed in Lebanon were partially or 
totally manufactured in Lebanon (UNDP/​GEF, 2014), showing poten-
tial for market development in other RE systems. However, since 2019, 
financing schemes have no longer been available for renewable energy 
projects (residential, commercial or industrial), and the Covid pan-
demic, currency devaluation and the global energy crisis have resulted 
in volatility in costs and the flooding of the market with lower-​quality 
solar panels, inverters and other necessary equipment. A new scheme 
announced in 2022 by the Banque de l’Habitat in conjunction with 
LCEC is intended to provide financial support for household PV sys-
tems through a list of LCEC-​approved qualified installers, but is yet to 
be rolled out.

In 2011, EDL adopted a net-​metering policy to support the expan-
sion of solar energy to households; extending the policy to community 
grids in 2016. Net-​metering allows for a two-​directional flow of energy, 
from the grid to the customer and from the customer’s RE facility to the 
grid, using a bidirectional meter (Berjawi et al., 2017). EDL does not pay 
for the net production of consumers, but credits the excess production 
to the next bill. More than 50 projects are connected to the net-​metering 
network, but because of the lack of meters at EDL net amounts must be 
calculated manually, which limits the effectiveness of the policy (UN 
ESCWA, 2018).

From 2010 to 2017 solar PV capacity rose from around 0.35 
megawatt peak (MWp) to over 35 MWp, averaging an annual equiva-
lent growth of 100 per cent (Amine & Rizk, 2018). Solar PV generation 
increased from 35,000 MWh in 2016 to 53,000 MWh in 2017, constitut-
ing 0.35 per cent of the annual electricity generation by EDL (Amine & 
Rizk, 2018). By 2017, a total of 1417 solar PV projects had been imple-
mented in Lebanon, but most were small in terms of capacity. It has been 
calculated that residential installations make up around 17 per cent of 
the sector, with industry comprising 30 per cent of capacity and the com-
mercial sector accounting for 17 per cent (Ahmad, 2020). One estimate 
suggests that solar PV alone could cover the daily power peak load, far 
outreaching the LCEC 2020 target, improving energy security, reducing 
energy bills and reducing the impact of fossil fuels for electricity genera-
tion (Berjawi et al., 2017). The International Renewable Energy Agency 
(IRENA) predicts that Lebanon could cost-​effectively obtain 30 per cent 
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of its electricity supply from renewable sources by 2030, if proper plans 
were implemented (IRENA, 2020), and a large number of research stud-
ies have supported both the feasibility and the potential of solar energy 
in the context of hybrid systems (Mannah et al, 2021; Haddad, 2021; 
Kassem et al., 2021, 2022; Arnaout et al., 2021; Çamur et al., 2021; 
Dobeissi et al., 2021; Abou Brahim, 2020).

Analysts are well aware that to scale up energy from renewable 
resources will require the expansion of solar farms and mini-​grids. The 
first solar farm, the Beirut River Solar Snake (BRSS), with a total planned 
output of 10 MW, came as part of the NEEAP 2016–​2020 plan to install 
200 MW of solar farms by 2020. The private sector designed and built 
the RE generation plant with government support. The idea of the BRSS 
was to take advantage of the ‘unused’ space above the Beirut River to 
supply energy and raise awareness of the potential of solar energy (Nasr, 
2020). It opened in 2016, but only the first stage of the project has been 
completed, adding an extra 1 MW of electricity to the grid (Machnouk 
et al., 2019). A second phase, involving a six-​kilometre extension, has 
been indefinitely postponed.

An obstacle to the high penetration of RE is land availability in 
Lebanon. Tfail, an inland region in the eastern Baalbek District on the 
border with Syria, has been shown to include around 13 km² of elevated 
flat lands with high levels of solar irradiation (Ayoub & Boustany, 2019). 
An examination of the technical and economic feasibility of a 300-​MW 
solar PV plant in Tfail demonstrates robust technical and financial incen-
tives with levellised cost-​of-​electricity ranges between 4.2 and 5.3 cents/​
kWh of electricity produced. The average annual energy generation over 
the project’s lifetime is around 600 GWh per year. Given the location, 
such a project could play a role in potential electricity swap deals and 
trading with the Syrian grid in the future (Ayoub & Boustany, 2019). 
This pre-​feasibility research is important, as it provides information for 
potential investors, and it has been reported that the European Bank for 
Reconstruction and Development is seeking consultants for a feasibility 
study for the project (Bellini, 2019).

Solar farms, mini-​grids and community initiatives have all been 
tried in Lebanon (IGP, 2019a, 2019b), but the repeated pattern is of great 
ambition followed by paralysis. In 2018 CEDRO launched the ‘Village 24’ 
initiative, the first community-​led RE system in Lebanon (UNDP/​CEDRO, 
2018). Approximately a hundred households in Kabrikha in Southern 
Lebanon signed up to the scheme, which was entirely powered by 250-​
kWp solar PV coupled with diesel generators. The intention was that this 
should be the first community initiative to utilise the net-​metering policy. 
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Electricity costs have dropped by 30 per cent and the village no longer 
experiences power cuts. Through this initiative, in the event of a power 
cut a community-​scale RE power plant can plug into the separate local 
grid that is owned and operated by the municipality, and then plug back 
into the utility network when national power is restored (UNDP/​CEDRO, 
2018). When the initiative was launched, it was hoped that this hybrid 
model would lead to the implementation of other community-​led RE sys-
tems (whether solar, wind or bioenergy) that provide energy security, 
environmental benefits, community co-​operation and economies of scale 
(UNDP/​CEDRO, 2018).

Mini-​grids are emerging as potential solutions in blocks of flats in 
cities in Lebanon, and also in local communities, but all are currently 
tied into back-​up use of diesel generators. The Baaloul project, funded 
by USAID and supported by Caritas, makes use of a community mini-​grid 
of 80-​kWp PV panels, some EDL supply, and diesel generators. The aim 
was to ensure supply, but also to protect the local environment from pol-
lution by diesel generators. The profits are directly distributed to inhab-
itant shareholders, and energy bills for inhabitants have dropped by  
50 per cent. By involving the local community in decision making, project 
financing, and then redistribution of profits, this project has strengthened 
social solidarity and built local capacity. This is a feature of community-​
run RE projects noted elsewhere in Lebanon (Chaplain, 2022), as the fol-
lowing quote makes clear:

We installed a PV system on a women’s cooperative in the south of 
Lebanon. This cooperative needed a lot of machines to run their 
operations. They only had a very little generator but after install-
ing the PV system for them their condition improved. They had less 
manual labour so less physical pain, more time spent with their 
family, more diversified products, more income and so forth. So, 
this highlighted that decentralized renewable energy is not only a 
good solution for the environment but also for the social aspects; 
for woman and power, etc.

(Participant, IGP/​Chatham House workshop, IGP, 2019b)

Other forms of community/​collective provision involve supply by 
municipalities, such as the Menjez municipal project, which uses a sim-
ilar hybrid system and is run by the municipality’s energy committee; 
profits are not redistributed to residents, but reinvested in other local 
projects.
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6.4  A comparison of energy infrastructure  
and use in Hamra, Ras Beirut and El Mina

As part of the IGP’s work on prosperity gains and inclusive growth in 
Lebanon under the RELIEF Centre, we explored what prosperity means 
for local residents and how it can be achieved. The approach is based 
on three fundamental principles: context-​specific measures of prosper-
ity, a commitment to collaboration and co-​design, and a focus on data. 
The IGP’s work begins with the proposition that the notion of prosper-
ity must include a foundational economy of goods and services that 
improves the collective wellbeing and quality of life of local residents, as 
well as important individual and community assets relating to belong-
ing, history, identity, culture, and hope and optimism for the future (see 
Introduction and Chapters 1 and 2). Designing and envisaging prosperity 
and pathways towards it are particularly challenging when jobs, housing 
and basic services (energy, water and waste management, among oth-
ers) are failing or non-​existent. The research investigated multiple issues 
relating to quality of life, and results from the development of a citizen/​
resident-​led prosperity model show that good-​quality housing and infra-
structure, as well as affordable and reliable utilities and public services, 
contribute to what Lebanese residents describe as the foundations of a 
prosperous life (Figure 6.1).

Between 2017 and 2021 research was undertaken in Hamra, Beirut 
(RELIEF Centre & UN-​Habitat, 2020), Ras Beirut (Zaher, 2022) and El 
Mina, Tripoli (Pietrostefani et al., 2022). Fine-​grained analysis of the 
three projects is beyond the scope of the present chapter, but insights 
gained from the Lebanese context and opportunities for RE futures can 
be used to compare energy-​related findings. There is a chronic lack of 
data on energy use and demand in Lebanon (IGP, 2019b). Consequently, 
energy infrastructures and livelihoods were investigated through a 
mixed-​method approach of qualitative and quantitative data gathered 
using systematic questionnaires and geographic information system 
(GIS)-​based mapping, and interviews.2

What the findings from the two neighbourhood studies under-
score is the context-​specific energy landscapes that contribute to resi-
dents’ ability to get by, which highlights the fact that locally specific 
knowledge is necessary to address the unique energy circumstances 
each locale faces. For example, residents in El Mina pay less for energy  
(44.4 per cent of them paid LL 1,500–​30,000 per month for public electric-
ity in 2020) than those in Hamra (42.4 per cent paid LL 150,000–​300,000 
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per month for public electricity in 2019), but rely more on generators: of 
the households surveyed in Hamra 59.2 per cent are connected to private 
generators (Figure 6.2), while in El Mina the proportion is 84.6 per cent 
(Figure 6.3). In terms of RE options, El Mina has installed more solar 
panels (63) than Hamra (30), and, unsurprisingly, neighbourhoods with 
higher income levels in El Mina have installed more rooftop solar panels 
than neighbourhoods with lower income levels.

Results from both surveys demonstrated the intersections between 
energy services/​infrastructure, housing and education levels, as well  
as the role ethnicity plays in accessing electricity. The older the build-
ings, the worse the electricity supply; the electricity supply is dependent 
on the condition of the buildings. In El Mina 40 per cent of the buildings 

Figure 6.1  The Hamra Prosperity Model highlighting affordable and 
reliable utilities and public services, such as electricity, as a foundation 
of prosperity.

Source: IGP, 2022
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connected to the grid had major defects in need of repair, while this num-
ber was 10 per cent in Hamra. The majority of the buildings with major 
or critical defects in connection date back to between 1976 and 2000 
in El Mina, and to the years before the civil war in Hamra (Figure 6.4). 
Similarly, buildings with highly precarious or potentially life-​threatening 
structural or architectural elements, amounting to 57.6 per cent in El Mina 
and 66.7 per cent in Hamra, needed major or emergency intervention 

Figure 6.2  Household survey results from Hamra showing 59.2 per 
cent of households are connected to private generators.

Source: RELIEF Centre & UN-​Habitat, 2020

 



Prosperity in the Twenty-F irst Century162

   

Figure 6.3  Household survey results from El Mina showing 84.6 per 
cent of households are connected to private generators.

Source: Pietrostefani et al., 2022

 



Decentralised renewable energy:  Lebanon 163

   

for their electrical connection (Figure 6.5). Connection to a generator 
increases with income and the education level of the household head 
in both Hamra and El Mina (Figures 6.6 and 6.7). Lebanese households 
were nearly twice as likely to be connected to a private generator as Syrian 

Figure 6.4  Building survey results from El Mina and Hamra showing 
buildings’ connection to electricity versus building age.

Source: Pietrostefani et al., 2022

Figure 6.5  Building survey results from El Mina and Hamra showing 
buildings’ connection to electricity versus structural condition of 
buildings.

Source: Pietrostefani et al., 2022
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households in Hamra, and three times as likely in El Mina (Figure 6.8). 
However, Lebanese households in El Mina pay much more (more than 
LL 150,000) than Syrian households in El Mina (LL 1,500–​50,000) and 
Lebanese households in Hamra (LL 1,500–​LL37,500) (Figure 6.9).

Investigating prosperity and its relationship to energy supply at the 
community level (see Chapter 1) shows realities and nuances very dif-
ferent from those revealed by aggregate data gathered at larger scales, 
as these two cases demonstrate. For example, the biggest barrier to RE 
supply in El Mina may be infrastructure access, whereas in Hamra it 

Figure 6.6  Household survey results from Hamra showing residents’ 
connection to electricity versus education and income of head of 
household.

Source: Pietrostefani et al., 2022
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could be dependence on private generators. These factors need further 
interrogation to carve out pathways to prosperity that are locally specific 
but that also contribute to reducing national GHG emissions and reach-
ing the 2030 UN Sustainable Development Goals. Further ethnographic 
research carried out in Ras Beirut highlights how energy failures are 
experienced and linked in everyday contexts to fragility in livelihoods, 
and the intersections between food, water, waste and health.

Figure 6.7  Household survey results from El Mina showing residents’ 
connection to electricity versus education and income of head of 
household.

Source: Pietrostefani et al., 2022
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One time it is the unavailability of fuel, another it is the need to 
buy the fuel from the black market. One time it is the unavailabil-
ity of medicine, another it is the availability at ridiculously high 
prices of medicine. Let alone the days we spent in blackouts and 
had to throw away everything in our fridges, which is also not 
cheap anymore!

(Rami, physiotherapist and security guard, in Ras Beirut, 
interviewed in 2021; Zaher, 2022: 7)

When asked about the impact of electricity cuts and rising energy prices, 
another informant replied:

Figure 6.8  Household survey results from El Mina showing the rate of 
residents’ connection to electricity based on nationality.

Source: Pietrostefani et al., 2022
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Figure 6.9  Household survey results from El Mina showing Lebanese 
and Syrian expenditure on 5 amperes of private electricity.

Source: Pietrostefani et al., 2022

Oh many, many things. The area used to be so full of life and light, 
it has been dead for months now. People do not have fuel to do any-
thing, there is no electricity for light, even the beautiful soul and 
love for life that the Lebanese had has disappeared.

(Diana, mother in Ras Beirut, interviewed  
in 2021; Zaher, 2022: 12)

 



Prosperity in the Twenty-F irst Century168

   

And a shop owner angrily described the impact on his business:

Besides, the electricity bills have become very high also and there 
are hours that pass when there is no light or air conditioning in the 
shop. Who would come in and choose something to wear if it is hot 
and there is no light inside?

(Zaher, 2022: 16)

Multiple intersecting crises are experienced not just as a collapse in infra-
structure and rising prices, but as an assault on belonging, identity, liveli-
hoods, enjoyment and future opportunities.

6.5  Narrating futures: a citizens’ assembly

An informed public debate about the challenges and issues related 
to electricity sector reform is largely absent from the Lebanese pub-
lic sphere. This is a result of limited access to details about proposed 
policy measures and lack of understanding of those among citizens. 
Citizens effectively lack direct, first hand information about the 
objectives and details of the electricity reform. The relevant legisla-
tion is not available in electronic form, the website of the Ministry 
of Energy and Water is not updated, and the information provided 
through the media does not encompass all the details of the pro-
posed initiatives. There are no institutionalized channels for public 
consultation, and it does not take place on a regular basis.

(Hasbani, 2011: 30)

Public participation and energy literacy are crucial components in RE 
transitions, and green transformations more generally (Chodkowska-​
Miszczuk et al., 2021; Mehmood et al., 2022; Adams et al., 2022). In 
2020, the IGP’s RELIEF Centre ran the first citizen assembly (CA) on 
energy in the MENA region in Hamra, Beirut (Shehabi et al., 2021). The 
aim was to tackle five main questions from residents’ perspectives: How 
did we get to where we are? What is energy justice to us? What is the 
energy mix we would like to have? What do we need to be doing as indi-
viduals and communities to achieve a better energy future? How should 
we move forward with our decisions on the above questions?

Design of the CA began with the importance of developing mech-
anisms for public participation in RE transitions (Droubi et al., 2022) 
and explored issues of energy justice and energy citizenship (Olawuyi, 
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2021; Wahlund & Palm, 2022). The aim was to make such narratives 
(Durdovic, 2022; Miller et al., 2015) publicly accessible and to link them 
to the scientific, technical, economic and political dimensions of a just 
energy transition. This background information was essential for par-
ticipants to begin a process of co-​designing and co-​producing an energy 
system that might better serve the public interest by setting the ground 
for pathways to prosperity involving better health outcomes, decent and 
stable employment, greener public spaces and transport, and new pub-
lic, private and civic institutions (see Chapters 1 and 2). The advantage 
of a CA is that it offers a deeper and more meaningful opportunity for 
residents, researchers and other stakeholders to understand local con-
texts and the conditions needed to build people-​centred visions of energy 
futures. Democratic deficits and public distrust, as well as alienation 
from formal politics, are particularly acute in Lebanon, and this situation 
highlighted for all participants questions of governance, accountability 
and trust, making evident the tension and the trade-​offs between what 
is desirable, and what is practical and possible. Participants on the CA 
expressed grave misgivings about the possibility of delivering genuine 
transformation in a context of dysfunctional and sectarian politics, but 
through the unfolding of the CA became increasingly engaged with the 
relevance and value of citizen/​resident deliberation and participation 
(Shehabi & Al-​Masri, 2022).

Shehabi and Al-​Masri noted that four imaginaries began to emerge 
over time: (i) a state-​led fossil fuel-​dependent imaginary, (ii) a techno-​
economic-​environmental imaginary dependent on renewable energy, 
(iii) a decentralised and privatised regional imaginary of private sector-​
led solutions or subregional grids, (iv) a dystopic –​ but realistic –​ citizen 
imaginary that sought circular or interconnected solutions that are 
autonomous from the central government (Shehabi & Al-​Masri, 2022). 
They were clear that although none of these imaginaries emerged as fully 
articulated visions, they surfaced from the debates and the process of co-​
design and critical reflection. The citizen imaginary drew on lived expe-
rience in that it envisaged an integrated system where energy provision, 
waste management and clean water would all be provided, using new 
waste-​to-​energy technologies discussed in the CA, which appealed to 
the participants. Participants also emphasised the importance of think-
ing about reconstruction and transformation in integrated ways, and 
not as disconnected sectors, drawing on their own experience of collaps-
ing infrastructures and systemic interconnections (Shehabi & Al-​Masri, 
2022). In her analysis of the energy transition in Lebanon, Haddad 
(2021) underlined the potential in taking a whole-​systems approach, 
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and incorporating this mindset into stakeholder engagement. She fur-
ther noted that the value of such an approach is not just one of stressing 
interconnecting systemic issues, but of using the insights derived from 
such an approach to create spaces that allow for experimentation and for 
innovative procedural practices to grow. The research presented in this 
chapter underscores that point and also emphasises the key importance 
of locale-​based approaches to drive transformation.

6.6  Conclusion: looking to the future

A long-​term solution to the energy crisis will need to come with wider 
economic and political restructuring, likely against the interests of the 
majority of Lebanon’s ruling elite (Ahmad et al., 2021). There is now a 
need to look beyond recalibration of the Lebanese energy system in the 
form of institutional reforms which are slow to implement, to the way 
decentralised, local production of energy can potentially provide the 
population with a higher standard of reliable, affordable and renewable 
energy as part of a whole-​systems approach to sustainable prosperity 
(Moore & Collins, 2019; Ahmad, 2020; Haddad, 2021).

For an RE transition to be successful people must also be willing 
to modify their lifestyle through reducing and adapting power consump-
tion (Khoury et al., 2016). This is not just a Lebanese problem; changing 
mindsets in the age of consumption is a significant hurdle for RE transi-
tions worldwide (Loveday et al., 2008; Von Borgstede et al., 2013; Shi 
et al., 2019). Fully grounded, well-​researched and localised insights into 
energy options must be made available to citizens/​residents so they can 
make informed decisions for themselves and the environment.

With new generations coming of age there is a global shift in 
the social contract decisions that must be made to acknowledge and 
account for the planet’s finite resources. The millennial generation con-
stitutes approximately 20 per cent of the Lebanese population (Youth 
Policy, n.d.). Lebanese young people are challenging the status quo 
(Kastrissianakis et al., 2019). They have already played an essential role 
in the growth in Lebanese civil society (AbiYaghi et al., 2017) and are set 
to become decision makers in the region in the next 15 years. The millen-
nial generation have grown up with power cuts as a daily presence and 
are finding creative ways to solve the energy crisis, utilising the poten-
tial for RE technology. Lebanese-​based social enterprises which offer RE 
solutions are contributing to the growth in the solar energy industry. For 
example, millennial-​run OTB Consult partnered with Greenpeace to train 
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young Lebanese and refugees living in Lebanon in the skills to enter the 
solar energy market (Greenpeace, n.d.). Lebanon’s entrepreneurs have 
the capability to contribute to RE provision, supporting the rebuilding 
of communities, the regeneration of water and soil, and the next trans-
formation phase, which will be fuelled by the rise of data, robotics and 
artificial intelligence.

Historically, Lebanon has been known for its support for entre-
preneurial activity (Ahmed & Julian, 2012). Data from the Global 
Entrepreneurship Monitor (2019) shows that 21.6 per cent of 18–​64-​year-​ 
olds are established business owners, 24.08 per cent are either nascent 
entrepreneurs or owner-​managers of new businesses, and 42.01 per cent 
see good opportunities to start a business in the place they live in. But 
entrepreneurs in Lebanon are constrained by high electricity costs and 
unstable supply, as well as by a sectarian political order that can channel 
entrepreneurial talent into bribery and lobbying (Stel & Naudé, 2016). 
The reinforcement of family-​owned business and entrepreneurs with con-
nections to government (Stel & Naudé, 2016) limits the potential for new 
RE entrepreneurs by limiting the diversity of ideas and knowledge.

By looking to existing RE successes in Lebanon, future energy sys-
tems will likely need a combination of on-​ and off-​grid hybrid technol-
ogy, will be decentralised, and will come from the ground up. Not only 
will they create a reliable energy network, but they will have knock-​on 
benefits through new value chains and forms of employment, benefit-
ing the education, health and safety of communities. Unemployment 
in Lebanon is subject to a wide range of estimates with an absence of 
reliable data, but in 2018–​19 less than 50 per cent of the working-​age 
population were participating in the labour force (ILO, 2019). A study 
by IRENA and UN ESCWA found strengths for local manufacturing in 
Lebanon, where industries related to electronics, steel, aluminium and 
plastics are well developed and could play a role in stimulating the RE 
industry. Furthermore, university programmes associated with RE 
research mean that the technical know-​how is available and there is 
good potential for local integration and manufacturing of RE technology 
in Lebanon (IRENA & UN ESCWA, 2018). Analysis of the RE technol-
ogy value chain in Lebanon estimates that 20,000 jobs could result from 
the deployment of RE technologies, the bulk being in the solar PV sector 
(Vallvé et al., 2019).

A hybrid model of local ownership could help redefine energy citi-
zenship and encourage people to engage with issues of energy access and 
payment. Community ownership is already a common model in Lebanon, 
with buildings collectively buying generators to share, indicating there 
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are traction for change and opportunities for decentralised approaches 
(IGP, 2019a, 2019b). Decentralisation of RE systems changes the 
dynamic of how we think about energy and may help to change the way 
we use it. New forms of localism are taking hold around the world that 
are an opportunity for RE transitions. There needs to be policy recogni-
tion and research into the entanglement of renewable energy provision 
in shaping people’s lives in the future, and its contribution to sustain-
able pathways to prosperity. Electricity provision drives people’s qual-
ity of life and impacts everything from agriculture to transport, water, 
waste, education and health. It is deeply embedded in people’s ability to 
build a secure livelihood. Therefore, tackling the energy crisis requires a 
whole-​systems approach that recognises electricity as the driver of the 
emergence of prosperity as an assemblage (see Chapter 1), bringing new 
energetics in a place-​based system to drive positive change.

Notes

	 1.	 The RELIEF Centre aims to speed up transitions to sustainable, prosperous societies in the con-
text of mass displacement, in order to improve the quality of people’s lives. The centre focuses 
on the prosperity of Lebanon in particular, but is also part of a larger agenda for develop-
ing sustainable ways to improve the quality of life of people throughout the world (see www.  
rel​ief-​cen​tre.org). It is funded by the Economic and Social Research Council of the UK.

	 2.	 Based on visual inspection that is guided by structured questionnaires and conducted by local 
citizen scientists, the building and infrastructure surveys involve assessments of building 
conditions and basic urban services (water and sanitation, solid waste management, electric-
ity and mobility), and population identification by nationality in each building for all sam-
pled buildings. Questions within the field surveys were based on the UN-​Habitat−UNICEF 
Neighbourhood Profile methodology, but El Mina Neighbourhood questionnaires were heavily 
modified by RELIEF–​CatalyticAction staff in consultation with citizen scientists to reflect El 
Mina’s buildings and infrastructure and to collect more accurate data.
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7
Prosperity in crisis and the longue 
durée in Africa
Henrietta L. Moore

7.1  Introduction

This chapter uses data from research in Kenya and Zambia to discuss the 
relationship between rural life and various representations and experi-
ences of it. The research literature on rural Africa is very rich, but under-
standing the changing nature of rural life in sub-​Saharan Africa over time 
is not merely a matter of pursuing empirical investigation. As an object 
of study ‘rural life’ is a far from self-​evident category, and its changing 
character is not a matter of straightforward chronology. Africa is a huge 
continent and the particularities and circumstances of each case are 
fundamental and binding, but what stands out is the fact that over long 
periods of time, rural Africa has often been portrayed as in crisis: a gen-
uine crisis of resource and opportunity, and a rather more constructed 
one of agricultural production and social relations. The exact nature of 
this crisis has varied temporally and spatially, but its underlying motif 
has been one of failed prosperity. From the earliest attempts by colonial 
governments to extract labour and tax from rural areas to more recent 
anxieties about agricultural productivity, structural transformation and 
deagrarianisation, rural life has been found wanting. It has also, rather 
schizophrenically, and often simultaneously, been portrayed as the 
solution to the failures of African prosperity more generally, providing 
potential economic and social safety nets when other hoped-​for trans-
formations failed to materialise (World Bank, 2007). As a new debate on 
prosperity begins to take hold in the context of the aftermath of the 2008 
crisis and the Covid-​19 pandemic, climate change and the emerging post-​
growth agenda (see Chapter 1), it is instructive to revisit the particular 
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articulations of crisis and failed prosperity that have shaped interven-
tion, governance, aspiration and transformation in sub-​Saharan Africa.

Recent revisions of the term prosperity have emphasised that it is 
not just a matter of wealth or income, but a larger terrain encompassing 
health, opportunity and quality of life. This enlarged notion of prosperity 
is increasingly part of policy aspirations in both the global North and the 
global South, and replaces –​ at least for some –​ a determined emphasis on 
gross domestic product (GDP) growth as the measure of economic suc-
cess, as opposed to a broader emphasis on quality of life (see Chapter 1). 
However, while there is much talk recently of inclusive growth in relation 
to Africa, both research and policy still focus, for the most part, on high 
levels of GDP growth as the way out of crisis (Adam, Collier & Gondwe, 
2014; Adam, Collier & Ndung’u, 2011; World Bank, 2016). In this chap-
ter, I discuss how a continued focus on growth as the headline indicator 
for economic success perpetuates policy interventions that fail to recog-
nise the real nature and character of structural transformation in Africa.

In particular, I discuss how visions of future prosperity based on 
standard models of agrarian transformation have failed to material-
ise because they have focused on agricultural productivity and market 
integration at the expense of quality of life and ecological wellbeing 
(Brockington & Noe, 2021). Understanding the evolution and tenacity 
of particular ways of envisaging economic growth and development for 
Africa requires a form of analytical history that examines how concep-
tual structures function over the longue durée (see Chapter 2). Such an 
approach is more than simply empirical analysis through time or a set 
of abstractions based on the self-​understandings of historical agents. 
It involves the development of a hypothetical analytic structure which 
through its own forms of transformation eventually comes to play a role 
in shaping the lived world of participants, including researchers, policy 
makers and ordinary citizens (Moore & Vaughan, 1994). The effects 
of such transformations are often partial and incomplete, even contra-
dictory, but they are of immense significance because of their entan-
glements with power and politics. Braudel’s ([1949] 1995) original 
conceptualisation of the longue durée emphasised both the plurality of 
historical temporalities, and the significance of geography and the envi-
ronment for historical analysis. His call was for disciplines to work col-
lectively ([1958] 2009). Braudel proffered various formulations of the 
longue durée, including the geometric space of Western painting and 
the language of financiers ([1958] 2009, 179–​80, 190–​1). His point was 
that the longue durée is a methodological tool suitable for the analysis of 
particular problems rather than a theory in and of itself. He insisted on 
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understanding the long-​run structures of the economy, the continuities 
that exist between the present and the past which shape the character, 
flow and possibilities of people’s lives without necessarily being appar-
ent to them (see Chapter 2). Braudel was interested not just in capital-
ism, but in the economy understood as culture, as ‘old habits of thought 
and action, of frameworks that strenuously resist dying, however illogi-
cal’ ([1958] 2009: 180). How long such frameworks could endure var-
ied, according to Braudel, but the principle was that by tacking back and 
forth from structure to data those limits could be determined ([1958] 
2009: 195); see Chapter 2. For Braudel history was a science and its pur-
pose was to help us understand the present.

My aim in this chapter is thus to demonstrate how a long-​running –​ 
but temporally and spatially variable –​ focus on agricultural productivity 
has shaped the character of rural life in Africa, and why it has consist-
ently failed to deliver enlarged forms of prosperity based on quality of 
life and ecological wellbeing. I am not concerned here with theorising 
Braudel or with different kinds of historical temporalities (longue durée 
versus conjoncture versus événement), but rather with exploring how 
long-​run narratives and constitutive metaphors help us in understand-
ing the emergence of rural Africa over the last 100 years, and its par-
ticular character. My own research history has been bound up with two 
different experiences of studying long-​term change. Megan Vaughan and 
I studied Bemba agriculture in the Northern Province of Zambia over a 
hundred-​year period from 1890 to 1990, based on a restudy of Audrey 
Richards’s original work on land, labour and diet in the 1930s (Moore 
& Vaughan, 1994; Richards, 1939). In Kenya, I have been studying the 
same village in Elgeyo-​Marakwet County since 1980, exploring changes 
in livelihoods, gender relations, rituals and environmental management 
(Davies & Moore, 2016; Moore, 1996, 1983).

The Kenyan and Zambian cases are exemplars not only of the his-
torical and structural origins of rural crisis, but of the frameworks, nar-
ratives and constitutive metaphors used both to create and manage that 
crisis. The Bemba of the Northern Province provided the labour for the 
mines on the Copperbelt, linking agricultural production to migration, 
wage labour, extractive mining and world commodity prices. Elgeyo-​
Marakwet in northern Kenya was also a native reserve in the colonial 
period, and markets of all kinds, but most especially in land, came only 
tardily. The Bemba were drawn from the land by the industrial labour 
requirements of the colonial state, and the Marakwet were largely tied to 
it by restrictions on movement. They provide different ideas about what 
the rural has meant, and means, in some contexts in sub-​Saharan Africa, 
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and allow some reflection on the more general proposition that Africa’s 
crisis as locally produced and experienced by rural residents, as a feature 
of development, as an imperative for governance, and as a framework 
for research, has much to do with the temporal and spatial images of the 
world we derive from our categories (see Chapter 2). It is also, and more 
importantly, the material consequence of the way successive generations 
have conceived of economic success, at the expense of social and ecologi-
cal wellbeing.

7.2  The creation of a rural world in crisis

‘What can be thought must certainly be a fiction’ (Nietzsche, 1968: 291). 
In saying this, Nietzsche had in mind thought’s limitations in relation 
to world. Thinking about the character and future of the rural world in 
Africa impressed upon me anew the fact that we impose patterns on his-
torical time. What is evident is that for all social scientists, time has to 
be ‘more than one damn thing after another’ as Kermode would have it 
(2000: 47), and history as a human project can never be mere chronicle 
because it ignores whatever is not concordant (51). In social theory, as 
in other domains of life, we cannot humanise time without also human-
ising space. Many of our models of sociality, social change and processes 
of transformation seek to do just that; they create categories within 
which we can work: village, peasant, clan, woman-​farmer, an MSM (a 
man who has sex with men) (Moore, 2011: 77–​105). Such categories 
are often also the building blocks of governance and social policy, direct-
ing financial flows in the form both of inward transfers (aid budgets, 
cash transfers, agricultural subsidies) and of extractions (taxes, etc.; see 
Chapter 2)). Such categories are ways of cutting up the world to make 
it intelligible, but are also the product of imaginative structurings with 
their own material realities over time. In the case of rural sub-​Saharan 
Africa, these material realities have been bound up since colonial times 
with the crisis of peasant agriculture, its failing productivity and its debil-
itated prosperity. Colonial and post-​colonial governments, aid agencies 
and international development policy have all refigured the dream of 
the prosperous peasant. In this sense, Africa –​ like anywhere else –​ is the 
consequence of human design on the world. However, these categories 
of design are not things that lie outside the observer and just wait to be 
found, if Kermode is to be believed; they are also things that we need 
both emotionally and intellectually as residents, researchers and rul-
ers. But how do these productive fictions coincide with reality? Science 
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and social science alike depend on the ‘necessary relation between the 
fictions by which we order our world and the increasing complexity of 
what we take to be the “real” history of that world’ (Kermode, 2000: 67). 
Fictions and world coincide to a certain extent, but we also know that we 
cannot easily distinguish between a fact and our knowledge of the fact, 
for merely establishing facts inevitably links them to concepts (Moore 
& Vaughan, 1994: xii–​xxv). We must acknowledge the historicity of 
facts, and while our personal satisfactions in science and in life demand 
a degree of compliance with reality as we imagine it, the questions and 
categories with which we begin are the stuff of human engagement 
and imagination, and not that of nature (see Chapter 2). As Whitehead 
remarked, ‘Nature is patient of interpretation in terms of Laws that hap-
pen to interest us’ (1967: 136).

Why does a sense of crisis pervade in relation to rural Africa? Partly 
perhaps, as Kermode suggests, because there is a resistance to ‘humanly 
uninteresting successiveness’ (2000: 46), and partly because of Africa’s 
relation to the imaginative structuring of time and in particular that 
form of time that has perhaps been most important for representations 
of Africa, developmental time: the time of progress or rather the crisis of 
its lack (Moore & Moreno, 2022). Visions of modernity, as Jameson sug-
gests, feed on notions of crisis, and tend to ‘project an idea of the historical 
period as massive homogeneity (bounded on either side by inexplicable 
chronological metamorphoses and punctuation marks)’ (1991: 55–​6). 
As Latour puts it,

The adjective ‘modern’ designates a new regime, an acceleration, a 
rupture, a revolution in time. When the word ‘modern’, ‘moderniza-
tion’, or ‘modernity’ appears, we are defining, by contrast, an archaic 
and stable past. Furthermore, the word is always being thrown into 
the middle of a fight, in a quarrel where there are winners and los-
ers, Ancients and Moderns. ‘Modern’ is thus doubly asymmetrical: 
it designates a break in the regular passage of time, and it desig-
nates a combat in which there are victors and vanquished.

(1993: 10)

The point both make is that historical periodisation –​ where differences 
and non-​linear features are subsumed –​ is implicit in categorisations, and 
even when criticised or repressed threatens to break into our forms of 
thought. Theories of crisis are the inevitable consequence of the entan-
glements of periodisations and categorisations, because transformations 
require rupture. In relation to rural Africa, the ideas, arguments and 
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policies concerning the nature of its residents (modern peasants or tra-
ditional farmers), its economy (market-​oriented or kinship-​focused) and 
its potentialities (productive asset or backwater) have insistently referred 
to intertwined imaginings of time, place and categorisations.

The rural world of sub-​Saharan Africa was not a pre-​existing empir-
ical entity or category, but something that had first to be specified in 
time and place. African societies were by definition non-​European soci-
eties at a different stage of development. The requirements of colonial 
governance involved two contradictory processes: the first was to trans-
form rural life and the second was to safeguard it in its structures and 
traditions. Bringing large sections of a vast continent, with its differing 
societies, forms of governance, networks of connection and productive 
possibilities, under the thin crust of colonial government was inevita-
bly a variegated and uncertain process. The sparsely populated areas of 
Zambia and Kenya looked nothing like the rural areas of England, but 
they had to be imaginatively and productively transformed into spaces 
that could turn out labour and tax. Agricultural productivity was at the 
heart of this dilemma. It needed to be maintained to guarantee food sup-
plies, but also to sustain what were seen as ideally self-​sufficient tradi-
tional societies. However, the colonial authorities needed labour –​ partly 
for infrastructure projects and later for successful settler agriculture –​ 
and labour provided workers with money to pay taxes. The result was a 
contradiction at the heart of colonial rural policy: how to change a soci-
ety and its productive system, and yet keep it the same. As early as 1901, 
the British South Africa Company official in charge of the Mpika station 
in Northern Rhodesia (Zambia) was caught in the dilemma of how to 
balance food production and labour requirements. He frequently found 
himself without labour because people were working in their gardens, 
or with no work to offer and only half the taxes collected. He could not 
afford to jeopardise the production of food in the area through forcible 
labour recruitment, and was also in competition with the local chiefs who 
viewed his demands on labour as rivalling their own. This turned out to 
be symptomatic of the situation for decades to come (Moore & Vaughan, 
1994: 12).

The management of agriculture and labour was a key part of colo-
nial governance, but it was also responsible for a reconfiguration of 
the landscape into different categories. Key to this process was control 
over people’s movement. The insistence that ‘native peoples’ reside for 
the most part on land reserved for them reinforced particular under-
standings of the relationship between identities and productive sys-
tems. Anthropologists played an important role in documenting and 
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consolidating such linkages, creating tribal societies with particular 
ways of life and modes of livelihood. However, from the very beginning 
of colonial rule anxieties were expressed about what were termed ‘scat-
tered settlements’ and forms of ‘shifting cultivation’. In the first decades 
of colonial rule, as Deborah Bryceson has noted, the wide variety of 
forms of African clans, lineages and age-​grade systems which had func-
tioned as flexible social organisations for facilitating territorial move-
ment and minimising risk connected with shifting cultivation were being 
eroded. Pressure was being exerted on the dispersed loyalties and rights 
and obligations of individuals within lineage structures to consolidate 
and concentrate loyalties within household units where production, con-
sumption and reproduction activities could intersect in ways that were 
comprehensible to those running systems of governance, whether of the 
economy or the soul (Bryceson, 2000: 45).

Central to this process was the imposition of hut and poll taxes 
which forced rural producers to earn cash for tax payment, generating 
the foundations for the continent’s agricultural export economy and its 
industrial development. The Bemba went to the mines and the Marakwet 
to the highlands to work for white farmers. Taxation involved identifying 
a ‘head of household’ as the taxpayer, which encouraged the strength-
ening of more insular household relations, and coupled with a growing 
cash economy in some regions led to changing ideas of property owner-
ship, and smaller households compared with larger collective units. In 
order for tax to be collected, chiefs and headmen had to function, and 
where they did not exist, as in Elgeyo-​Marakwet, both they and the 
units over which they were supposed to have control, notably villages, 
had to be created. Villages in Marakwet were not a local category, and 
neither were the chiefs and the headmen who had to be created to run 
the villages and collect the tax. Even today, chiefs have difficulty actu-
ally controlling their populations, because within a local political system 
based on rule by male elders, they are, at best, primus inter pares. The 
result of the creation of traditional authorities was that villages were 
nested within tribes. Tribes remained the ultimate organising unit both 
of research and of governance, but villages acted as strategic points of 
entry, a way of delimiting the complexities of settlement and sociality 
as they spread out across the landscape. For anthropology, its study of 
kinship had to have a locale, a way of drawing boundaries around what 
was being studied, deciding who was in and who was out, with the result 
that much anthropology of the period between the 1940s and the 1970s 
in Africa struggled to make formal kinship models coincide with forms 
of lived settlement and sociality. But the fact of the matter was that 
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village life in the sense that was being sought had never existed for the 
vast majority of the Bemba-​speaking peoples. In the Northern Province 
of Zambia, ties were to people and to territories, rather than to villages 
per se (Moore & Vaughan, 1994: 132–​3). Villages were not indigenous 
to other parts of Zambia either. Long-​term research in Gwembe, in the 
Southern Province, documents neighbourhoods based on groupings of 
related families and collective ritual activities, cross-​cut by matrilineal 
clans, which preceded colonial transformations and persist to the pre-
sent (Cliggett, 2001). The Gwembe Tonga were displaced into villages in 
the 1950s, which then disintegrated when many people moved to open 
up new lands near the Kafue Reserve in the 1980s, and have since been 
reconsolidated to a certain extent after further devolution of power to 
local headmen in the 1990s made them conduits for food aid distribution 
and other state resources (Cliggett, 2000; Cliggett et al., 2007). Villages 
come and go, but what is clear is that they were not in the past, and are 
not now, the only, or even the major, way of organising the key ecologies 
of productivity, knowledge and resource on which people depend.

But even if the village was not necessarily the horizon of either soci-
ality, or of meaning making, for the residents of the northern and south-
ern provinces of Zambia, it was a spatial and temporal category essential 
to the problem of how to conceive of governance and development, 
because the notion of the rural which came to characterise the African 
landscape was one of populations characterised as village dwellers. Up 
until the 1940s in Zambia, the colonial government required people to 
reside within a registered village (Moore & Vaughan, 1994: 111), and 
in the first decade of independence (1964–​74), village regrouping, as it 
was called, was a central tenet of rural development policy (Berry, 1993; 
Bratton, 1980: 125). In different historical periods, the non-​existence of 
the village, or rather its ability to appear and disappear, has produced a 
sense of rural life in crisis. In the Northern Province of Zambia, colonial 
reports from the 1930s onwards take on an almost biblical tone, speak-
ing of male labour migration to the Copperbelt in terms of exodus. The 
spectre was of ruined villages, deracinated male ‘natives’ and the break-
down of traditional society. Anthropologists from the 1930s to the 1960s 
were extremely anxious about what they termed ‘detribalisation’ and the 
impact of modern economies and urban living on traditional ways of life 
(Moore & Vaughan, 1994: 140). The result was a view that the under
development of tribal areas was due to the disintegration of village life, 
and that the depredations of modernity were causing a crisis in the char-
acter and reproduction of the social realm, a view reproduced by succes-
sive governments well after independence and beyond. The possibility 
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that rural life and livelihoods in the Northern Province depended on scat-
tered settlement was no more acceptable to post-​independence govern-
ments than it had been to the colonial authorities (Moore & Vaughan, 
1994: 136–​7). What was particularly strange about this concerted effort 
to create settled villages and permanent agriculture was that the author-
ities in all periods recognised, as did residents, that permanent settle-
ment meant deforestation and soil degradation. Whatever the outcome 
of villagisation might be, it was most unlikely to be improved agricultural 
productivity.

7.3  Making agriculture pay

The creation of the rural world in the first 60 years of the twentieth cen-
tury involved an imaginative engagement with people, land and liveli-
hoods that gave rise to a series of material consequences. Landscapes 
had to be settled with villages and villages had to be inhabited by rural 
dwellers who were farmers. Smallholder agriculture was characterised 
as backward, and it needed to be replaced by more efficient agriculture. 
The colonial challenge, which post-​colonial governments inherited, was 
how to make agriculture pay. The solution to this challenge was, in part, 
the improved farmer. He (and it was a man) would not only maintain 
the character of modern life, but also make agriculture productive. The 
authorities had been engaged from the 1950s onwards –​ and sometimes 
much earlier –​ in the production of someone called an improved farmer 
who would be an improvement on the subsistence farmer (Gertzel, 2008; 
Moore & Vaughan, 1994: 110–​39; Vickery, 1986). The colonial notion of 
a progressive farmer in the Northern Province of Zambia implied a rejec-
tion of ‘backward’-​shifting agriculture and a commitment to full-​time, 
settled agriculture. It carried with it assumptions about lifestyle that 
went beyond ways of working the land to encompass a series of trans-
formations. A progressive farmer was a man who would wish to separate 
himself from kin networks, build a decent brick house, educate his chil-
dren and be modern without being urbanised. His wife would be keen to 
learn the rudiments of domestic science.

However, progressive famers themselves often had other agendas, 
because becoming a farmer was an indication of wealth and a sign of 
status, and progressive farming was often a form of conspicuous con-
sumption rather than a source of accumulation. It therefore required 
access to off-​farm income and the management of multiple strategies 
for household reproduction. In the 1950s, very few people could rely on 
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agricultural production alone (Moore & Vaughan, 1994: 115–​16), and 
this is a situation that has persisted up to the present day. The uncertain 
nature not just of government policy and broken promises, but of risky 
input supply, poor transport and weak guarantees of a market meant 
that peasant farmers in the Northern Province continued and continue 
to engage with shifting cultivation in order to guarantee food supplies, 
manage cropping patterns and labour requirements, and diversify risks 
(Grogan et al., 2013). More importantly, investing in social networks to 
secure access to productive resources and to labour has remained crucial, 
and has continued to depend on membership in descent groups, as well 
as broader kin and non-​kin networks (Berry, 1993: 136–​59).

In the valley areas of Elgeyo-​Marakwet, membership in descent 
groups allowed famers and households to benefit from the distribu-
tive effects of different ecological zones. After independence in 1963, 
restrictions on movement and settlement were lifted, and many men 
left to clear lands in the fertile forested areas of the Cherangani high-
lands (Cappon et al., 1985). Land also became available from the 
former white settler farms in Uasin Gishu and Trans Nzoia, and indi-
viduals most often acquired title to these lands through kinship links 
with family members employed by the government or parastatals. 
The post-​colonial government, like the colonial government before it, 
wanted to reward followers and create loyal rural residents. Many men 
established second households in the Cherangani and made good use 
of the different cropping patterns, labour regimes and soils to diversify 
risk and gain access to commercial markets in the better-​served high-
lands. Exchange of goods between households in the valley and the 
highlands was a common and regular feature of life, with maize and 
potatoes moving downwards to households and markets, and fruit and 
millet moving in the other direction. These exchange systems diversi-
fied consumption patterns, and research conducted in the valley area in 
the 1980s showed very clear processes of rural differentiation emerging 
between households who had secured access to land under title in the 
highlands and those who remained with only access to customary land 
in the valley. This process of differentiation accelerated from the 1970s 
onwards, as households in the highlands gained better access to educa-
tion and urban wage opportunities. Differential access to land and other 
resources deepened social differentiation along lines of gender and gen-
eration, and even within lineages.

Cultivation in the valley was itself ecologically diverse, making 
use of a communally maintained system of irrigation canals to cultivate 
individual household plots near the foot of the escarpment, as well as 
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communally cleared clan lands further into the valley floor, and small-​
scale plots of fruits and vegetables around the households on the escarp-
ment side itself (Davies et al., 2014). From the 1930s onwards, cash 
came from selling fruits, animal skins, honey, tobacco and vegetables. 
Sweet potatoes, bananas and other fruit could be sold or bartered for 
foodstuffs from the highlands, as was common when I started work in 
Tot Division in the valley in 1980. Food production has historically been 
variable, and low yields leave little room for manoeuvre when things go 
wrong. In 2008, a study in the same area found that in order to counter-
act food shortages, 43 per cent of respondents engaged in casual labour, 
10.87 per cent sold cash crops, 10 per cent purchased staple cereals from 
the market, 3.04 per cent borrowed food, 4.35 per cent sought relief food 
and 28.7 per cent sold animals (Kipkorir & Kareithi, 2013: 19). A series 
of government and non-​governmental organisation (NGO)-​backed initi-
atives to improve agricultural production have been proposed, sputtered 
into life and been extinguished again, partly as a result of lack of infra-
structural support and state investment, partly because of the remote-
ness of the area, and partly because they were the designed plans of 
outsiders with no thought for the knowledge assets of local communities. 
However, while the agricultural system has been resilient, adapting to 
population growth and climate change, it has never produced sufficient 
income to drive long-​term intensification and agrarian transformation 
(Davies & Moore, 2016; see Chapter 8). It has survived through diver-
sification of social networks, ecological zones and sources of income 
(Pollard et al., 2015).

More than 68 per cent of all Kenyan households are involved in 
agriculture, and the mean size of agricultural holdings is roughly one 
hectare, larger than in many other sub-​Saharan Africa countries (Food 
and Agriculture Organization, 2014). But land is an increasingly con-
straining factor of production for a sizeable and growing proportion of 
Kenya’s population, and rising population is associated with shrinking 
farm sizes. This is contributing to land intensification, which does appear 
to increase the net value of crop production up to densities of about 
550–​600 persons/​km2 (Muyanga & Jayne, 2014: 103). Increased cash 
inputs and higher-​value crops are observable forms of sustainable inten-
sification under such conditions, but forms of intensification that are 
not sustainable include continuous cultivation and reductions in fallows 
without soil restoration (Powlson et al., 2011). This is evident from the 
fact that agricultural labour productivity does not rise with population 
density in a linear way, and above 550–​600 persons/​km2 the net value 
of crop output per labour unit declines. This is likely the result of soil 
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degradation (Valbuena et al., 2015). Smaller farm sizes may also impede 
surplus production, which in turn will impact on the financing of cash 
input purchases associated with land intensification. With declining 
land availability, increasing soil degradation and uncertain yields, the 
best prospect for these households could involve being pulled off land 
into non-​farm sectors. However, findings from Kenya show that off-​farm 
incomes are not increasing significantly, with large numbers of people 
working in petty trading in the informal sector and casual agricultural 
labour. These fragile non-​farm/​informal sectors cannot absorb the excess 
rural labour generated by declining land availability and productivity 
(Muyanga & Jayne, 2014: 110).

Research conducted in 22 districts in Kenya in the period 1997–​
2007 found that only a small fraction of households experienced an 
appreciable improvement or decline in their relative asset wealth over 
that timeframe. Households that did transition out of poverty were 
those that remained healthy, were not adversely affected by mortality, 
received more land from their parents when the household was formed, 
and had parents who were relatively well off and educated. Illness, death 
and minimal access to land undermined those households that reported 
declining prosperity. In such circumstances female-​headed households 
were disadvantaged, largely as a consequence of women’s insecure 
access to land and inherited assets, as well as their reduced receipt of 
human capital investment, notably education and health (Muyanga 
et al., 2013: 29–​31).

Increasing population growth and land consolidation are driving 
agrarian change, but research from Kenya and Zambia suggests that this 
is not following a unilinear model of agrarian transformation and is not 
based on successful accumulation by small-​scale farmers, throwing doubt 
on the idea that agricultural growth can effectively reduce rural poverty. 
However, if we look to recent drivers of change we see that between 2001 
and 2011, Zambia did see a rapid increase in ‘emergent’ famers with 
landholdings between five and 20 hectares. An analysis of the historical 
trajectory through which these farmers achieved their scale of operation 
revealed that this was supported by significant state investment in input 
and output (price) subsidies for maize, and by settlement schemes and 
land legislation permitting the legal conversion of customary land to 
leasehold title (Lands Act, 1995; Sitko & Jayne, 2014: 196–​7). Seventy-​
three per cent of the farmers sampled in the research achieved emergent 
farmer status through financing from off-​farm income, principally from 
public-​sector employment. The larger landholdings are concentrated 
among those with title to their land acquired after the 1995 Lands Act. 
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This is linked to state patronage, where farmers are given land primar-
ily through settlement schemes as a reward for public service. From the 
early 2000s, Zambia experienced a recovery in global copper prices and 
between 2005 and 2015 sustained GDP growth rates of over 5 per cent. 
This further increased opportunities for the urban employed to invest in 
agriculture, buoyed up by enabling land legislation and supportive pub-
lic spending on larger farms (Sitko & Jayne, 2014: 198–​9).1 Curiously, 
however, respondents operating on titled land cultivate on average less 
than 30 per cent of their land, in marked contrast to the overall small-
holder population, where 87.3 per cent of all available land is cultivated 
(only 3 per cent of Zambian smallholders own six or more hectares of 
land). Taking the requirements of fallow into account, this underutilisa-
tion of land means that the employment effect per hectare on emergent 
farms is limited, and that land consolidation and peasantisation are not 
creating sustainable forms of agricultural productivity or a substantial 
agricultural labour market. In fact, those holding larger areas of land 
are utilising just a fraction of it for agricultural purposes. This suggests 
that state support for emergent farmers and land distribution are at the 
expense of poorer farmers, and are not driving large-​scale agrarian trans-
formation (Sitko & Jayne, 2014: 200–​1).

7.4  Rural–​urban connections

The long quest for prosperity understood as enhanced agricultural pro-
ductivity has taken a variety of historical turns, but what is clear is that 
the urban, whether in terms of formal sector employment, retirement 
pensions, aspiration, or knowledge networks, has fundamentally shaped 
rural locales and environments. It is widely recognised that rural–​urban 
migration is part and parcel of African rural life, and that migration is 
complementary to cultivation, rather than an alternative. The history 
of rural–​urban migration in Kenya is a long one and the urban share of 
the population has grown from 7 per cent in 1960 to around 32 per cent  
today (Kenya National Bureau of Statistics, 2009; World Bank, 2007). 
However, while some research suggests that migration has changed its 
character over time from a predominantly circulatory form to one which 
is more pluralist, hybrid and translocal (Greiner & Sakdapolrak, 2013a), 
there is no clear unilinear trajectory. The importance of translocality and 
plurality across urban–​rural divides was noted from the early 1970s in 
Kenya (Weisner, 1976), where the importance of socialities that stretch 
across the different locales has always been key. James Ferguson has 
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argued for Zambia that there has been no unilinear historical develop-
ment in terms of types of migration; rather, individual women and men 
have always pursued a variety of strategic alternatives to make use of 
the opportunities provided by the rural–​urban division (1990: 411–​12). 
Migration is rarely an individual or one-​off decision; rural and urban fam-
ily members in multilocational households –​ those spread across rural–​
urban locales –​ have a say in who migrates and for how long (Agesa & 
Kim, 2001; Greiner & Sakdapolrak, 2013b). Over a third of all Kenyan 
households divide their members between rural and urban homes, and 
more than 80 per cent of urban residents report maintaining a strong con-
nection with their rural kin (Agesa, 2004). Migration, and the resulting 
remittances, are a household risk-​mitigation strategy, especially under 
conditions of environmental stress and land shortage, and transfers of 
income, goods and services have long been recognised as key to household 
survival. The unidirectional nature of these flows has been interrogated 
by extensive research which emphasises that, with declining employment 
opportunities in urban areas and weaknesses in state safety net systems, 
reverse transfers are flowing from urban to rural contexts, with evidence 
of increasing urban–​rural return migration (Djurfeldt & Wambugu, 2011; 
Falkingham et al., 2012; Oucho, 2007; Owuor, 2006, 2007), and even in 
some cases a stalling of urban growth (Beauchemin, 2011; Potts, 2010).

Many migrants and long-​term urban residents –​ some of whom 
have never lived in the rural areas –​ claim that the farm is their real home, 
and that they wish to retire there and be buried there (Ferguson, 2013; 
Geschiere, 2014). Rural transformations are therefore not only bound up 
with essential urban linkages, but land and access to land are linked to 
forms of identity and belonging for rural and urban residents alike, as 
well as to livelihoods (Gugler, 2002; Owuor, 2007; Shipton, 2009). It is 
therefore increasingly difficult in contemporary Africa to divide the rural 
from the urban, experientially, emotionally, analytically or economically 
(Losch et al., 2013; Potts, 2005). Ferguson has recently argued persua-
sively that land in rural areas has to be seen not just –​ or even primar-
ily –​ as a productive resource in the context of rural impoverishment and 
fragile livelihoods, but also as a space for leisure, comfort, connection 
and burial (Ferguson, 2013), in other words, as a resource for the imagi-
nation, as well as a practical investment for those who are urban rather 
than rural residents. There is no strict rural/​urban divide in Kenya, but 
there are certainly differences structured by outlook, opportunity, geo-
graphical mobility and effective action spaces.

In Kenya, issues of financial inclusion, investment, information 
transfer and social networks are being transformed by the technology 
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of the mobile phone. When mobile phones first came in, an important 
driver of phone ownership was access to non-​farm income, but the cost 
of handsets and calls has fallen dramatically in the last five years. The 
Communications Authority of Kenya’s 2015 report records 37.8 million 
mobile subscriptions in Kenya, with mobile penetration at 88.1 per cent 
of the population. Total internet subscriptions are 21.6 million, with an 
estimated number of internet users of 31.9 million, which is 74.2 per cent 
of the population (Communications Authority of Kenya, 2015). While 
they are personal –​ handsets have individual owners –​ the devices are 
also communal and shared, so that handsets help maintain social net-
works through exchange networks that involve the handset itself, as well 
as the information it conveys (Komen, 2014).2 Managing multilocational 
households in Kenya is an intricate process, often happening over large 
distances. Phones clearly help spouses co-​ordinate farm, household and 
community activities (Kusimba, Chaggar et al., 2013; Kusimba, Yang & 
Chawla, 2015; Oduor et al., 2014). In Elgeyo-​Marakwet, personal calls 
merge greetings and staying in touch with requests for seeds, help to pre-
pare land and money to pay children’s school fees (Kirui et al., 2013). 
Implied in the Marakwet phrase ‘takwessa tokol’ (greet everyone) is a 
range of information about prices, politics, births, marriages and deaths 
that forms the real basis of exchanges dependent on labour, capital and 
knowledge, as well as the networks they create and reproduce (Oduor 
et al., 2014: 2709). Studies elsewhere in Kenya show that 70 per cent 
of women normally call siblings or other natal relatives, twice the rate 
for men (36 per cent), providing those married in patrilineal, virilocal 
societies with access to expanded networks of potential support and pro-
tection. Women in Marakwet also use mobiles to co-​ordinate community 
activities, such as savings and church groups. More men make long-​
distance calls for work, reaching pastors, church leaders and government 
officials, further away. The mobile phone links family members to their 
kinship and social networks, and onwards to larger networks of resource, 
influence and power (Jack et al., 2013; Jack & Suri, 2014). This is key in 
the Kenyan context, where access to people is the surest route to gaining 
resources, education and even a job.

In contrast to discussions about the relevance of mobile phones to 
development in Africa which focus on their potential to facilitate market 
transactions and economic growth, development projects, the communi-
cation of public health messages, and other technical means for address-
ing poverty, it is important to recognise that they perpetuate and expand 
an older strategy for survival based on investment in people. The mobile 
phone allows those resident outside the rural area to send money –​ via 
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Mpesa, the mobile phone money transfer system (Mbiti & Weil, 2011; 
Morawczynski, 2009) –​ to cut down the costs and time of travel, to make 
an input into agricultural and household decisions, and to offer advice 
and comfort, as well as to interfere! Those resident in the rural areas 
reap the same benefits through greater communication and connectivity. 
Together they are the new digital farmers of Kenya.

Land remains an important resource for people in Elgeyo-​
Marakwet. New ways of working the land emerge as people invest in the 
crops that new consumption patterns bring: tomatoes, onions, watermel-
ons, mangoes. Changing consumption patterns are linked to aspirations 
and ideas about the good life connected in people’s imaginations with 
life ‘in town’. Agrarian self-​sufficiency is not a realistic option, since cash 
is needed to guarantee the satisfactions on which people rely for quality 
of life. Drawing on resources from kin settled in towns or on farms in 
the highlands, as well as entrepreneurial activities, loans and small-​scale 
employment, those few who have resources are investing them in infra-
structure, in roofed square houses, with water, solar-​powered electric-
ity, televisions and sofa sets. They are also persuading the young men to 
cut basic roads through the steep, rocky areas in which the settlements 
sit. They are investing in expensive church weddings, moving around on 
motor bikes, eating bread and watermelon. Class divisions are becom-
ing very apparent and are driven by differential access to land and cash. 
Many smallholders are sinking into bare subsistence, but since rural 
locales are spaces where complex repertoires of economic activity are 
played out through both farm and non-​farm activity, issues of quality of 
life are being shaped by changing aspirations and consumption patterns, 
even for those households for which they remain resolutely out of reach. 
The character of the rural is changing, but not because of improvements 
in agricultural productivity or accelerated agrarian transformation. 
There is less and less need to go to town –​ although everyone still does –​ 
because the village is becoming more like the town. The rural is begin-
ning to have the same leisure facilities, comforts and entertainments as 
the town. And, as the residents will tell you, the food and water are bet-
ter in the rural areas; there is no pollution; the quality of life is better. 
These comforts are not in any way excessive, but they are the comforts 
of home. The long-​time absent, well-​educated, formally employed pro-
fessionals are all building large houses for their retirement, just as they 
hoped they would. But they are not the people who have transformed 
the rural area, although some of their income and resources will defi-
nitely have circulated in circuitous ways through many people’s pockets. 
The valley has been transformed by its long-​term residents, by their 
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aspirations for a good life in a rural area. Rural livelihoods are evolving, 
but they are not always or even primarily based on agriculture in the 
sense of the cultivation of staples, but on complex ecologies of knowl-
edge, resource, time and place.

7.5  Conclusion

In this chapter, I have suggested that understanding agrarian change and 
the evolution and persistence of particular ways of conceptualising it 
requires a form of analytical history based on the longue durée. Braudel’s 
original insistence that the longue durée is a methodological tool rather 
than a theory, and that its purpose is to help us understand the present, is 
particularly germane for rural life in Africa. For one thing, it provides an 
analytical structure that allows us to lay out and comprehend the frame-
works used both to create and to manage the ongoing crisis of rural liveli-
hoods and their failed prosperity. For another, it emphasises the material 
consequences of interventions and of the way successive generations of 
analysts and policy makers have repeatedly tried to mould the nature of 
rural transformation through the imposition of models that have indel-
ibly marked its present with its past.

Looking afresh at the changing character of rural lives and liveli-
hoods, it is clear that the sine qua non of survival in many rural African 
contexts is diversification. Rural residents have responded and continue 
to respond to changes in market access, prices, state subsidies, global 
commodity prices, new technologies, new crops, digital inclusion, and 
even online extension services for farmers. Resources have been, and 
continue to be, patchily distributed across rural landscapes in Kenya 
and Zambia, and significant inequalities between regions within indi-
vidual countries are important, but what emerges is a concerted effort 
to use social networks to knit together resources in innovative ways. 
Dichotomous boundaries between the rural and the urban make little 
analytical sense, especially since urban growth seems stalled in many 
parts of sub-​Saharan agriculture, and employment opportunities have 
failed to keep pace with demographic change. Getting an education and 
going to town are no longer the real or imagined road to prosperity. The 
result is that the visions of African agrarian transformation espoused to 
varying degrees by rulers, residents and researchers have failed to live up 
to any sustained or sustainable model of unilinear development, whether 
based on agricultural intensification, educational opportunity, urbanisa-
tion or industrialisation.
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This is a far cry from the prosperous peasant farmers and rising 
agricultural productivity and incomes envisaged in various five-​year 
plans and development visions over the long decades of the twentieth 
century. There is no doubt that rising populations and declining size of 
landholdings, combined with reversals of agricultural policies, failure to 
reform land acquisition and registration, the erratic nature of the world 
economy, and the deepening ecological crisis of rising temperatures 
and acidifying soils are all working against the vision of an African agri-
culture that would not only support rural populations but engage with 
export trade and raise government incomes. There is much to be said for 
the argument that the ongoing crisis of rural Africa is not the product 
of farmer resistance –​ whether this be figured as tradition, lack of pro-
ductivity, lack of market integration, etc. –​ but of a series of futures only 
equivocally offered, a failure to envisage what prosperity might mean 
and entail for Africa on its own terms and through the visions of its citi-
zens. Growth rates in many sub-​Saharan countries have been solid in the 
last 10 years, and there have been marked improvements also in mater-
nal and child health, in transport infrastructures, in educational attain-
ment and in communication technologies. But overall improvements in 
quality of life for most rural residents –​ the prosperity gain –​ from such 
growth have been minimal. We live in an age that is fully aware that its 
fictions are themselves models of human design on the world. Small-​
scale African farmers take this as pretty much axiomatic and continue to 
seek prosperity through the complex forms of ecology, resource, capital 
and place that are based on social relations in an effort to mitigate the 
consequences of others’ designs and to try and advance their own when-
ever opportunity arises.

Notes

	 1.	 Since 2016, the Zambian economy has slowed markedly again with exposure to reduced cop-
per prices (World Bank, 2017).

	 2.	 In the rural areas, ownership is still differentiated by gender, and for women without a handset 
borrowing from friends or family is the most common way to gain access to a phone (Murphy &  
Priebe, 2011; Oduor et al., 2014: 2711).
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8
Emergent prosperity, time and 
design: farming in Marakwet, Kenya
Matthew Davies, Samuel Lunn-​Rockliffe,  
Timothy Kipkeu Kiprutto and Wilson Kipkore

8.1  Introduction

Since at least the 1930s, the Marakwet people of north-​west Kenya 
(Moore, 1983, 1986) have been both lauded and criticised for their com-
plex system of intensive agriculture. While many visitors have praised the 
ingenuity of the hundreds of kilometres of gravity-​fed irrigation channels 
(or furrows) and a plethora of landrace crops and soil management tech-
niques (Davies, Kiprutto & Moore, 2014; Davies & Moore, 2016), many 
observers have simultaneously assumed that such modes of production 
are inefficient and at imminent risk of failure and ecological collapse 
(Hennings, 1941; Huxley, 1959; Watson et al., 1998; Caretta & Bo﻿̈rjeson, 
2015; Kipkorir & Kareithi, 2013; cf. Davies & Moore, 2016). Outside 
observers have often been unable to see beyond periodic and localised 
patterns of soil erosion and crop failure, to consider how such systems 
actually work in time and space. This myopic thinking recursively builds 
on, and feeds into, a prejudicial inability to imagine African smallholder 
farmers as anything but a static relic of tradition in need of immediate 
modernisation (see also Chapter 7).

A more nuanced temporal and spatial understanding, however, 
provides a set of alternative narratives that suggest the Marakwet sys-
tem of cultivation and the communities it has served have remained 
remarkably resilient in the face of multiple challenges (Davies, Kiprutto 
& Moore, 2014; Davies & Moore, 2016). While the Marakwet have faced 
recurrent food shortages and conflicts, local agricultural systems have 
proved highly adaptable over the last century, seeing the growth of 
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irrigation-​based farming, the accommodation of a threefold population 
increase and the weathering of major climatic fluctuations.

So why have regular and repeated warnings of collapse from out-
side observers and ‘experts’ proved so pervasive? We argue that the con-
tinued portrayal of the Marakwet as highly sophisticated farmers who 
are nevertheless perpetually on the precipice of agricultural failure rep-
resents a particular condition of modernity built upon singular notions 
of teleological progress curated through Western economic and scien-
tific norms. Such frameworks of linear development leave little room 
for alternative technologies, knowledges and ideas, even when they 
are clearly effective. As explored below with particular reference to a 
recent case, these assessments buttress the rationale to implement exter-
nally designed development initiatives aimed at improving local liveli-
hoods, despite the fact that such schemes repeatedly fail (Derbyshire & 
Lowasa, 2022).

Conversely, we contend that the Marakwet improve their own life-
ways through creative experimentation, improvisation and innovation 
in ways that allow them to thrive. Here people work towards prosper-
ous livelihoods conceptualised not simply as the accumulation of wealth, 
although this is no doubt important, but rather with a more holistic 
understanding of maisha bora (Swahili) or tasampo tai (Marakwet), 
translated as ‘the good life’ (see also Woodcraft et al., 2020). Ongoing 
research in Marakwet identifies the need for quality education, human 
health, clean and healthy environments, inter-​clan solidarity, secure 
housing and work and a voice in decision-​making processes. But, more 
than this, we argue that good lives in Marakwet have to exist through 
time and across generations. As we attempt to show below, we see this 
evidenced by the maintenance of lifeways, including forms of farming 
and food production, the persistence of households, lineages and clans, 
and overall increases in population, the retention and evolution of local 
social institutions, and a wider maintenance of biodiversity. These fea-
tures of Marakwet life have persisted under threat, whether that be from 
climatic change, deforestation or the interventions of the state or out-
side experts. We contend that this persistence can be viewed as a practi-
cal lived prosperity through time that is often overlooked or ignored by 
external agents.

In this chapter we therefore build on a long intellectual history that 
critiques the ‘received wisdoms’ of these external agents and the ‘anti-​
political’ historical reductionism of later twentieth-​century develop-
ment planning (Moore, 2015; Anderson, 1984; Ferguson, 1994; Leach & 
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Mearns, 1996; see also Chapter 7). However, we aim not simply to show 
how wrong these external assumptions have been, nor to explain why 
such interventions have failed. Rather we more fundamentally attempt 
to demonstrate how they begin from a deeper flawed assumption that 
prosperous lives can be generated through singular acts of design embed-
ded in teleological visions of the past and the future. Taking a lead from 
thinkers such as Santos (2014) and Arturo Escobar (2017, 2018), we 
argue instead that the Marakwet have, through time, maintained their 
own ways and means of addressing and solving ecological, economic 
and engineering challenges so as to generate forms of lived prosperity. 
Such processes have often been enacted in antithesis to the design inten-
tions of external actors which, in many ways, have been distractions from 
everyday life.

Key to our argument, then, is the contention that the ability to gen-
erate prosperous lives principally resides with the people who live that 
prosperity. We illustrate how the capacity to generate prosperity does 
not exist in some atemporal space (as a timeless characteristic or poten-
tial of all moments) to be realised through the enactment of a singular 
‘developmental’ design or blueprint. Rather, the generation of prosperity 
resides in a multitude of momentary experiences, actions and decisions 
that play out through time. As discussed in Chapter 1 of this volume, we 
might thus see the realisation of prosperity as a temporally contingent 
emergent phenomenon of complex socio-​natural systems. While this 
‘emergence’ of prosperity can be guided by forethought and planning, 
it can only be properly realised/​generated through iterative processes of 
shaping by daily living. It cannot be realised in some abstracted future 
but is created in the here and now.

This chapter therefore draws on long-​term archaeological, his-
torical and ethnographic data to present the case of rural farmers in 
Marakwet as an example of such emergent prosperity. We first intro-
duce the reader to the study area before juxtaposing failed develop-
mental designs projected onto Marakwet farmers with alternative 
narratives of relatively successful community-​led agricultural develop-
ment. In so doing, we aim to show how prosperous forms of living are 
self-​made in the contemporary moment through the ongoing shaping 
of emergence. While we firmly recognise that such forms of prosperity 
are not perfect, we conclude by arguing for forms of support for rural 
agricultural communities that harness and catalyse such generative 
capacities so as to accelerate and strengthen the emergence of pros-
perous lifeways.
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8.2  Introduction to agriculture in Marakwet

The Marakwet are members of the Kalenjin group of southern Nilotic 
speakers and predominantly reside in Elgeyo-Marakwet County, north-​
west Kenya (Kipkorir & Welbourn, 2008; Moore, 1986). With a popu-
lation of 119,969 (Kenya National Bureau of Statistics, 2019), their 
agropastoral farming activities extend from the semi-​arid plains of the 
Kerio Valley (c. 1,000 metres above sea level [masl]), through to high-
land forests (c. 2,500 masl) and up to the ericaceous moors (c. 3,500 
masl). These diverse ecological zones facilitate a dynamic regional food 
system; people exploit altitudinal variation to grow an array of foodstuffs 
throughout the year. Generally speaking, the cooler, wetter areas at higher 
altitudes are reserved for growing potatoes and a range of leafy greens. 
As elevation decreases, maize becomes the dominant cultivar, alongside 
beans, onions, spinach and avocado. In the Kerio Valley maize is inter-
cropped with sorghum, and finger millet alongside cassava, tomatoes, 
pulses, bananas, mango trees and a variety of other fruits and vegetables.

We focus our attention on the lower slopes of the Elgeyo Escarpment 
and the village centre of Tot-​Sibou (Figure 8.1), where agriculture 
has remained the primary livelihood for a majority of people since the 
migration of Marakwet populations into the region some 250 years ago 
(Moore, 1983, 1986; Dietz et al., 1987; Davies & Moore, 2016; Lunn-​
Rockliffe, 2019; Kay, 2021). Food is grown at the household level and 
with short fallow regimes in semi-​permanent fields, and around home-
steads and commercial centres at the foot of the escarpment. Larger 
tracts of uninhabited land on the flatter plains of the Kerio Valley allow 
for complementary shifting cultivation, with long fallow periods and 
management at the communal level. This patchwork has created a highly 
fluid agricultural landscape, where individuals and groups employ a 
variety of techniques, such as intercropping, cover cropping and fallow-
ing, as they respond to changing ecological conditions (drought, erosion, 
fertility) and societal pressures (demographic change, conflict, residen-
tial mobility). Access to a range of resources is achieved across altitudinal 
and ecological zones, both through direct cultivation of plots at higher 
elevations, and through complex social and kin networks and regional 
markets (Pollard et al., 2015). As discussed in more detail below, the sys-
tem is sustained by a sprawling network of irrigation furrows that chan-
nel water from the wetter highland forests to the drier ecology of the 
Kerio Valley floor. The lower reaches of furrows are intended to shift over 
time as farmers plant different crops, rotate fields or move to better soils 
(Davies, Kiprutto & Moore, 2014).
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8.3  Development interventions and attempts to design 
agricultural prosperity in Marakwet

The Kerio Valley has been subjected to a plethora of development initi-
atives aiming to improve food security and livelihoods (Kipkorir, 1983; 
Moore, 1983; Dietz et al., 1987; Davies & Moore, 2016). One of the 
more recent of these was the establishment of a new 500-​acre irrigation 
scheme funded by the Canadian Red Cross near the village of Sibou and 
the neighbouring commercial centre of Tot (Figure 8.2). Established in 
2012 and operational for the first time in 2014, the scheme channelled 
water through a major pipeline across the floor of the Kerio Valley to 
irrigate 250 acres1 of arable land for the Marakwet, and 250 acres for 
the neighbouring Pokot communities living in Baringo County to the 
east of the River Kerio. The scheme was designed to encourage cash 

Figure 8.1  Location and geography of Elgeyo-Marakwet.
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cropping through the establishment of reliable irrigation pipes and the 
distribution of hybrid seed, inorganic fertilisers and pesticides.

While implemented with honest intentions, the scheme was 
planned around a set of assumptions that framed local practices as inef-
ficient and in need of modernisation. The project thus failed to recognise 
the creative capacity of farmers and the multiple responses that would 
ensue. Indeed, many farmers realised that the largest potential from the 
scheme lay not in the cash cropping of maize, but in the selective plant-
ing of diverse horticultural products with high market value. Maize seed 
was stowed, sold or planted elsewhere, depending on individual needs. 
Similarly, chemical fertilisers intended for intensifying maize cultivation 
were saved for future use or sold to release immediate capital.

More problematically, the newly implemented system of fixed-​pipe 
irrigation stood in stark contrast to the fluid and flexible existing system 
of shifting irrigation and cultivation. Many farmers complained that the 
plastic fixtures of the irrigation pipes were repeatedly broken by wan-
dering livestock, that water pressures were low, and that the concen-
trated influx of new foodstuffs attracted wildlife that destroyed produce. 
Furthermore, the allocation of land for the project disrupted delicate pre-​
existing land tenure and management systems, fuelling existing tensions 
between Marakwet communities. Ultimately, the Red Cross withdrew 

Figure 8.2  Noah Kiplagat, PROCOL Kenya citizen scientist, helps to 
dig a trench for the piping of the irrigation scheme.

Source: Davies, 2014
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operational activities and, with broken equipment and increasing levels 
of insecurity, the project was largely abandoned by community members 
after only two seasons of use.

The Red Cross project is part of a much longer history of develop-
ment schemes that have attempted to reshape agricultural practice in 
Marakwet. The first half of the twentieth century saw a range of colo-
nial interventions to establish demonstration farms to modernise farm-
ing techniques through the introduction of cash crops such as tobacco, 
cotton, sisal, pineapples, chillies, castor, mangoes, pawpaw, sugar cane 
and varieties of banana (Davies & Moore, 2016; Kipkorir, 1983). These 
activities were scaled up in the mid-​twentieth century with the establish-
ment of the African Land Development Program (ALDP), when develop-
ment officers were put in place to encourage additional cash-​cropping 
regimes and systems of ridge and furrow to improve soil quality and 
water retention. The ALDP also ‘up-​graded’ indigenous irrigation sys-
tems with new concrete structures and plastic piping, much of which was 
ineffective, broke or became clogged with foliage and was consequently 
replaced by locally designed structures over the following decade. Similar 
attempts to introduce tractor ploughing stood at odds with deeper under-
standings of land tenure and divisions of labour at household and com-
munal levels (Kipkorir, 1983).

Throughout the 1980s and 1990s the parastatal Kerio Valley 
Development Agency (KVDA) and a number of other institutions (nota-
bly World Vision and the Catholic Church) continued to engage in agri-
cultural development activities. These included regular donations, 
continued attempts at renovating irrigation channels and yet more cash-​
cropping schemes, including cotton, rice, grain-​seed and sugar cane. 
Of particular note was a feasibility study for an irrigation scheme at the 
confluence of the rivers Embobut and Kerio. These plans continued to 
view local agriculture as retrogressive (Kipkorir, 1983), and while the 
scheme was not formally established at the time, it provided the ration-
ale and blueprint for the implementation (and inevitable failure) of the 
Red Cross project some 30 years later.

Each of these periodic planned development initiatives, from the 
colonial period to the Red Cross in 2014, has largely been predicated on 
the assumption that local forms of agriculture in Marakwet were inef-
ficient and facing impending collapse, yet these initiatives have broadly 
proved fragile. Local agriculture has at best been seen as a barrier to 
more modern forms of agricultural livelihoods and at worst as sympto-
matic of a state of crisis. Yet, as we explore below, agricultural history in 
Marakwet can be read very differently.
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8.4  An alternative narrative: agriculture in Marakwet  
as a form of long-​term emergent prosperity

Contemporary farming in Marakwet is not an ahistorical and static sys-
tem passively waiting to be modernised by external interventions, but a 
constantly changing temporal construct that has emerged out of centu-
ries of intergenerational experimentation and adaptation. Such change 
is in part underpinned by patrilocal clan-​based systems of land tenure 
that have resulted in a constantly shifting kaleidoscope of settlement 
(Davies & Moore, 2016; Lunn-​Rockliffe, 2019; Kay, 2021; Moore, 1986). 
Within these patrilocal systems, clans have finite territories that become 
increasingly subdivided over generations. Consequently, as populations 
increase, so does localised pressure on land and resources. Farmers 
respond to this challenge by exploiting the dynamics of an agricultural 
landscape that operates at multiple scales, including horticultural plots 
at the household level, semi-​permanent fields located at different eleva-
tions, and communally farmed fields in the largely uninhabited plains 
of the Kerio Valley. Across this landscape, farmers creatively experiment 
with agronomic intensification through soil conservation measures (for 
example, terracing, fallowing, manuring, mulching, afforestation) and 
diverse cropping practices (for example, intercropping landrace crops 
with cash crops).

The system as a whole relies upon an intricate network of irrigation 
furrows, totalling some 315 km in length, that distributes water from the 
highlands into the Kerio Valley for both agricultural and domestic pur-
poses (Davies, Kiprutto & Moore, 2014; Figure 8.3). These furrows are 
highly flexible, being opened, closed and temporarily diverted at vari-
ous locations on the escarpment and valley floor to replenish soils and 
irrigate crops. This fluidity of the irrigation system is intimately tied to 
shifting agricultural practice over multiple generations. Indeed, map-
ping by the IGP local citizen science teams reveals that, since 1980, 30 
new main irrigation channels totalling over 60 km have been established 
(Soper, 1983; Davies, Kiprutto & Moore, 2014). Such fluctuations may 
occur as individuals and family units gradually relocate household com-
pounds within their clan territory to different elevations on the escarp-
ment on temporary, semi-​permanent and permanent bases as they 
move farmland to the fringes of available water sources, manage ero-
sion and soil fertility, and maintain access to a range of resources across 
ecological zones. The ramification of this process is that, when viewed 
diachronically, agricultural settlement may move spatially over several 
generations along with concomitant furrows and fields (Davies, 2013).  
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These emergent changes are evident over broad temporal cycles as crops, 
vegetation, field boundaries, terraces and irrigation channels become 
altered, reused or abandoned to meet the needs of gradually shifting live-
lihoods (Davies, 2014; Davies, Kiprutto & Moore, 2014).

The ongoing reorganisation of irrigation and land use stems from, 
and feeds into, a deeper need and ability of farmers to accommodate 
ever-​shifting socio-​ecological conditions. Regional climatic records 
reveal major fluctuations over the course of the last three centuries 
(Anderson, 2016; Davies, 2012), including major dry episodes during 
the periods 1760–​90, 1820–​40, 1890–​1940 and 1970–​85 interspersed 
with more humid conditions in the early eighteenth century, the mid-​ to 
late nineteenth century, and much of the second half of the twentieth 
century. Similarly, demographic surveys attest to considerable increases 
in population (Dietz et al., 1987), with national census data demonstrat-
ing that the population of Elgeyo-Marakwet County has more than tri-
pled in the past 40 years, increasing from 148,868 in 1979 to 454,480 in 
2019 (Davies & Moore, 2016; Kenya Bureau of National Statistics, 2019).

Data outlined here, and reported in more detail elsewhere, there-
fore attests to vibrant systems of cultivation which have been largely able 
to accommodate population changes and major climatic events over the 
twentieth century and beyond without large-scale environmental collapse 

Figure 8.3  Digital elevation model of the Elgeyo Escarpment 
displaying the distribution of irrigation furrows. For more detailed 
diagrams see Davies, Kiprutto & Moore, 2014.

 



Prosperity in the Twenty-F irst Century210

   

(Davies, Kiprutto & Moore, 2014; Davies & Moore, 2016). Looked at 
from a historical perspective, these systems work because they allow for 
certain degrees of flexible movement around the landscape. At any one 
time, part of the system may appear to be in decline (the abandonment 
of settlements, fields and irrigation channels, erosion, soil depletion) but 
other parts will be experiencing new (or renewed) settlement, the con-
struction or shifting of irrigation features, and the planting of new fields. 
Such changes at generational scales and across wide landscapes may be 
partially imperceptible to those engaged within the system, but they are 
often especially overlooked by outside analysts, policy makers and devel-
opers who spend only short periods conducting the research on which 
they base their interventions; this may in part explain why such interven-
tions are often largely ineffective.

More broadly, however, this ‘untidy’ mix of spatial and temporal 
activities (often mistaken for decline or collapse) constitutes what we 
would consider a good example of the shaping of emergent phenomena 
in which well-​understood ecological parameters are managed through a 
series of established yet diverse mechanisms which allow for fluid forms 
of response and adaptation.

8.5  Shaped emergence

The historical narrative of resilient flexible agriculture presented above 
might be seen as evidence of a broader shaping of emergent prosperity 
enacted through several important social mechanisms and practices. To 
unpack these dynamics further, we identify four key parameters with 
corresponding institutions.

8.5.1  Networked knowledge and pooled resources

Multiple social mechanisms have been widely retained in Marakwet 
which ensure the sharing of knowledge, ideas, practices and materials 
(such as seeds, fertilisers and tools) across wide landscapes and diverse 
ecologies. Strong patrilines link core family members, creating adjacent 
farms with familial ties and concomitant agricultural activities. At the 
same time, valued matrilineal (kamamaa) relations extend knowledge-​
sharing networks more widely and across broader ecological and altitu-
dinal zones, from the Kerio Valley to the highland forests, and may even 
be used to allow families access to land in other parts of the region.
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Strong knowledge-​sharing relationships also exist beyond that 
of kin networks, the most evident of which are defined by individuals 
who share the same age-​set. Age relationships operate for both men and 
women and are often drawn upon in the establishment of more formal 
male and female ‘friendships’ known as tilia (Pollard et al., 2015). Tilia 
relations in particular involve the exchange of seed, grain and livestock; 
they not only operate within the Marakwet but can extend into neigh-
bouring pastoralist communities, linking people across ethnic identities 
and providing access to a wider pool of recourses. Work with female 
entrepreneurs in markets and commercial centres across the region has 
shown how tilia relations often act as a support network for partners in 
difficulty, as well as underpinning more formal business relations and the 
wider exchange of goods across the region (Pollard et al., 2015).

Broadly, then, these networks cut across diverse social and ecologi-
cal landscapes, allowing members to gather knowledge and ideas from 
multiple sources to share and exchange practices. This amplifies access to 
diverse resources, spreads risk and buffers families in times of difficulty 
(Bollig, 1998). More generally, these networks enable the widespread 
sharing of ideas and materials, which farmers are able to experiment 
with to enhance best practice and more readily respond to ecological and 
climate-​related challenges. At a more fundamental level, these dynam-
ics provide an integral foundation for farmers to thrive within a spatially 
and temporally unpredictable world.

8.5.2  Distributed decision making

The pooling of networked knowledge across ecological zones ties in with 
more formal mechanisms for communal decision making beyond the 
individual household. Perhaps most significant of these is the institution 
of the kokwo, a meeting of circumcised men (women attend kokwo but 
are not permitted to stand and speak) which functions in part to collate 
networked knowledge and then to discuss and decide on multiple issues, 
including those of landscape and water management (Adams et al., 1997; 
Davies, 2009; Ssennyonga, 1983). Within the kokwo respected elders are 
endowed with authority, and explicit and implicit rules of etiquette govern 
who can talk, in what order and on what authority. The membership of a 
kowko is flexible and contingent on the matter at hand, so that a kokwo 
discussing land tenure and ruling on a land dispute may have a different 
constituent membership to one addressing an issue of irrigation water 
rights. Indeed, claims to land and resources are in themselves flexible, 
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being based both on ideas of history and inheritance, and on contempo-
rary use. Therefore members of a kokwo might claim the right to attend 
and to speak on the matter at hand. Kokwo might be called upon to decide 
who should have access to land and who should not, to reprimand those 
who fail to look after the land or who engage in problematic practices 
(for example, cutting down riverine trees without discussion), to decide 
on allocations of water, and to decide what should be grown where, and 
when. The workings of the kokwo include the mobilisation of communal 
labour to undertake tasks, including repairing irrigation furrows, address-
ing erosion and clearing ground for communal shifting cultivation.

Kokwo are not just discussion forums but have effective powers to 
impose fines (the penalty may be, for example, the payment of a goat, 
or restricted access to irrigation water) and support those in need (for 
example by allocating irrigation water out of turn). While male cha-
risma is often dominant at kokwo, women do attend and their needs and 
concerns can be heard (Moore, 1986; Adams et al., 1997). Thus, while 
the diversity of knowledge represented at kokwo may be biased towards 
male knowledge, it is not exclusively so and it does serve as an effective 
mechanism for pooling knowledge across generations as well as for cen-
tralising information from the wider networks discussed above. We have 
explained some of the mechanisms of kokwo in more detail elsewhere 
(Davies, 2009; see also Kipkorir & Welbourn, 2008; Moore, 1986), and 
have argued there that it is a highly formulised political process well 
adapted to rapid and efficient communal decision making. To extend 
that definition here, we would argue that the pooling of knowledge and 
responsiveness to change that kokwo allows is a key formal mechanism 
through which farmers in Marakwet are able to collectively shape their 
world and respond to the unexpected challenges it throws up.

8.5.3 T he maintenance of diversity

Pooled knowledge and distributed decision making both enhance the 
ways in which Marakwet farmers maintain diversity. At one level, the 
networks that cut across ecological zones provide families with direct 
access to land in other ecologies and climates as well as indirect access to 
the resources of those locations. We see in these networks both a valuing 
of diversity and a direct way of reciprocally sharing interest in its mainte-
nance. Farmers also prize access to diverse forms of land and cultivation 
in their immediate environs. In Tot-​Sibou, for example, there is a conti-
nuity of types of farmland, from highland finger millet fields, to smaller 
domestic fields around homesteads, larger semi-​permanent household 
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fields around the foot of the escarpment and forms of communal shifting 
cultivation and riverine cultivation on the valley floor (Davies & Moore, 
2016; Davies, Kiprutto & Moore, 2014). Most families hold access to 
land of each of these types and may variably choose to use, experiment 
upon and enhance each of these classes of land. Land of different types 
offers distinct microclimatic, hydrological (irrigation-​ versus rain-​fed) 
and soil qualities, each suited to different combinations of species and 
landraces of crops with varying levels of resilience to water, soils and 
pests. Different types of land are given differing forms and degrees of 
management, with more fixed fields around homesteads and at the base 
of the escarpment organised around household decision making and 
needs, while shifting cultivation on the valley floor is organised commu-
nally in terms of shared labour, fencing, pest management, crop choice 
and irrigation.

Land or fields may be accessed through a diversity of forms of ten-
ure, with at least 11 main types and several sub-​variations, including 
forms of paternally and maternally inherited land as well as land loaned, 
rented, exchanged, bought, held in custodianship or gifted, women’s 
land and community land. A fuller examination of each type is not possi-
ble here, but we note that these variable forms of claiming and accessing 
land provide farmers with a great flexibility that allows them to shape 
their responses further to emergent socio-​ecological phenomena.

Across this landscape there is thus a great diversity of possible 
combinations of production by elevation, soil, hydrology, crop and land 
tenure (see Chapter 7). The management of water for farming exempli-
fies the ways in which these diverse subsystems of production are fluidly 
integrated. For example, as farmers shift the focus of production spatially 
to address soil type, depletion or erosion, so the lower secondary and 
tertiary branches of major irrigation furrows can be diverted with rela-
tive ease, allowing farmers to exploit new areas or switch between rain-​
fed and irrigated cultivation and between different crops with variable 
water needs (Davies, 2014). In several places fields might be amenable 
to watering from multiple secondary branches, which provides farmers 
with multiple options over the timing of water and in their negotiations 
at kokwo. Thus, at the same time that farmers exploit diverse forms of 
access to land, they are also able to exploit a diverse range of sources of 
water and to combine and recombine these as required.

Diversity in systems of access to land and water is complemented by 
diversity of crop types. A fuller examination of the ethnobotany of food 
crops is not possible here beyond the fact that there is a complex history of 
successive crop introductions with diversity broadly added through time. 
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Preliminary data from Tot-​Sibou published in Davies and Moore (2016) 
outlines some 40 food plants, of which nine are wild and 22 are regularly 
recurring cultivars with African, Asian and American origins. Of these 22, 
of particular note are the cereal crops sorghum, finger millet and maize. 
Though maize dominates, varieties of sorghum and finger millet remain 
widely grown and, importantly, retain some seven landraces of sorghum 
and 15 of finger millet alongside older and more modern varieties and 
hybrids. The landraces of both sorghum and millet are especially signifi-
cant, in that they suggest the active curation of older varieties and their 
retention due to diverse ecological characteristics that can be experimen-
tally matched with diverse combinations of soil and water. A wide variety 
of legumes are regularly intercropped with the cereals to enhance the 
potential of this diversity, while soil conservation and fertility enhance-
ment techniques abound, including terracing, mulching and manuring. 
Again we argue that Marakwet farmers combine knowledge pooling and 
distributed decision making with the maintenance of diverse and flex-
ible physical subsystems that relate to water, land/​soils, crops and other 
techniques. This allows experimental combinations to constantly emerge 
in response to complex opportunities and challenges.

8.5.4  Lived innovation and experimentation

Finally we argue that innovation and experimentation are central aspects 
of what it means to live as a farmer in Marakwet. It is the coalescence 
of the factors above into a process of experimental living which shapes 
unpredictable emergent phenomena into manageable responses and 
opportunities. For example, multiple repeat interviews, participant farm 
mapping and citizen-​collected smartphone data (Davies, Moore, Kiprutto 
et al., 2022) from Tot-​Sibou and around the larger town of Iten in Elgeyo-​
Marakwet County have shown how farmers maintain highly diverse fields 
with multiple combinations of crops and cropping practices. These tend to 
mix not only cereals and legumes but also fruit trees, root and leafy veg-
etables, fodder crops and trees grown for wood fuel or timber. Moreover, 
the combinations of these are constantly changing from year to year as 
farmers experiment with rotating and intercropping different cultivars.

Intricate cropping regimes involving both landrace and hybrid 
plants are complemented by equally complex uses of organic and syn-
thetic inputs that defy simple characterisations as either ‘traditional’ or 
‘modern’. The combinations are often innovative in that farmers regularly 
try new things, both derived from their own experience and imagination 
and also (as noted above) taking inspiration from neighbours, kin and 
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age-​mates, as well as things heard on the radio, seen on TV, or shared on 
social media. Our interviews suggest that farmers are adept at learning 
from such experiments and drawing on such learning, both to enhance 
their practice and to respond to unpredictable events such as drought 
and pests, the latter in particular being exemplified in recent responses 
to plagues of locusts in 2021 (Davies, Moore, Kiprutto et al., 2022).

This living experimentation forms the nexus of how farmers navi-
gate and shape ever-​emergent socio-​ecological phenomena through 
time. In particular, knowledge and materials flow from diverse wider net-
works (kinship links, age-​sets and tilia) into distributed forms of decision 
making (e.g. kokwo), influencing the development of diverse biophysical 
subsystems (land tenure, irrigation, soil maintenance, crops) and allow-
ing for regular daily experimentation. The outcomes of this experimenta-
tion recursively feed back into these dynamics, influencing decisions at 
kokwo, shaping the collective management of the biophysical and redis-
tributing knowledge and practice through wider networks of kin, age and 
friendship. In short, we argue that these are integrated social, technical 
and ecological landscapes that are themselves constituted by a continual 
recursive shaping of emergent phenomena.

8.6  Temporalities of ‘progress’ and change  
in complex systems

In the introduction to this chapter we suggested that many external 
development designs were out of touch with the lived realities of agrar-
ian life in Marakwet (see also Chapter 7). In fact, rather than improv-
ing livelihood security, agricultural interventions have often disrupted 
the gradual and iterative shaping of complex and emergent social and 
ecological systems. External technical experts struggle to comprehend 
how Marakwet farmers subtly navigate this complexity because it plays 
out across multiple spatial and temporal dimensions –​ between people, 
plants and animals, across homesteads, villages, clans and landscapes 
and across seasons, years and generations. From individual on-​farm 
innovation, to intergenerational landscape management and knowledge 
sharing, to community-based negotiation such as the kokwo, the most 
effective methods for shaping the Marakwet world are produced by the 
very people who encounter the emergent complexities of daily living. 
In short, the Marakwet people and the world in which they live are not 
separate but mutually constituted and thus the key nexus for generating 
prosperity are the people who live that prosperity.
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Understandings of temporality and progress are critical here in 
the unpicking of the failures of external design to generate prosperity. 
Much Western technical and development practice tends to conceptu-
ally dislodge people from the spatiotemporal context within which they 
are situated and suspend them as ahistorical communities conditioned 
by a timeless past and aspiring to a developed future. To improve such 
people’s livelihoods, development planning attempts to deploy a singular 
act of change to relocate people from the static past into the static mod-
ern future. It is assumed in such acts that there are clear start and end 
destinations, a singular path or trajectory between them, and a broadly 
singular process (even if punctuated by distinct phases and operations) 
of change from one to the other. This has multiple effects –​ in particu-
lar it reduces the contemporary moment from being a period of ‘living’, 
to being a necessary transition to be endured prior to a better form of 
modern ‘living’. In such thinking ‘to live’ is about temporal stasis, equilib-
rium and stability. In contrast, progress is the process of non-​equilibrial 
change from one static state of ‘living’ to another. This gives rise to the 
notion that people undergoing change (those who are ‘developing’) are 
not ‘living’, let alone thriving, and that their current state is inadequate or 
inauspicious. Consequently, by focusing only on future states to be real-
ised through punctuated processes of change, we become blind to how 
prosperity and aspects of good lives are being forged in the here and now.

8.7  Design and contemporary experience

The problem outlined above has been neatly distilled by Santos (2014), 
who argues that such understandings of development or progress con-
stitute a ‘winnowing’ of contemporary experience. This is because it is 
assumed that people living outside of the ‘already modern’ global North 
are in a transitional phase, being consigned to an atemporal past, and 
that their futures are already mapped out by the dimensions of univer-
sal, directional and globalised modernity. This winnowing not only ham-
pers our ability to draw on non-​Western knowledges and practices in 
processes of future building, but even more problematically generates a 
failed model for ‘change’ (see Chapter 7). Such a model deploys design 
and planning in the abstract as a controlled process for moving communi-
ties from a static state of perpetual underdevelopment to a future state of 
modernity and progress. Singular acts of atemporal design, however, are 
highly underdetermined by the knowledge and information of recipient 
peoples and struggle to accurately shape the lives they wish to influence, 
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not least because of the complex nature of human agency and the unpre-
dictability of interconnected socio-​natural systems.

At best such abstracted acts of design are worked upon, selected, 
rejected and made real by actors who problem-​solve in the moment and 
who draw on varieties of lived social and natural resources to do so. 
Whether applied to the construction of a building, the founding of a busi-
ness or the management of a farm, it is these acts of intuitive, imagina-
tive and improvised problem solving that operationalise design. In some 
instances, where conditions are controlled and designs comprehensive, 
the need for such improvisation may be minimal. But in the design of 
entire socio-​natural systems we would argue that a majority of devel-
opment designs, particularly those from global North to global South, 
have been lamentably inadequate and are often founded on weak start-
ing principles, especially so in comparison to the knowledge of the actors 
who live and make do in such worlds.

Where planned acts of development design work, we contend that 
this is due in part to the abilities of the recipient communities to shape 
and integrate such plans into daily living through ongoing processes 
of autonomous design (Escobar, 2018). This kind of design philoso-
phy allows for the ‘creation of conditions for the community’s ongoing 
self-​creation and successful structural coupling with their “increasingly 
globalized” environments’ (Escobar, 2017: 45). In such instances, com-
munities are able to forge their own worlds, which are not on a simple 
journey from past to present or from tradition to modernity, but are lives 
lived in the here and now.

8.8  Conclusions: emergent prosperity

In conclusion, prosperity is not something that can be designed as a sin-
gular act; rather it must be brought into being through the process of liv-
ing in the world through time. It must be realised not in an abstract (and 
unpredictable) future but in contemporary moments. Borrowing from 
complex systems theory, we can view this process of bringing into being 
as a process of ‘emergence’, where we might say that prosperity is an 
‘emergent’ contemporary experience rather than a singularly designed 
future phenomenon (see Chapters 1 and 2). We argue then that in con-
trast to the failed singular designs of modernity, Marakwet farmers act 
intuitively through a range of distributed actions across multiple tempo-
ral and spatial scales to shape the emergence of certain forms of socio-​
natural prosperity. They do so in multiple holistic daily acts of decision 
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making, constantly weighing up a host of factors based on deep-​seated 
historical, experiential and experimental knowledge, often balancing the 
longer-​term sustainability of soils, the propagation of plants and fluctua-
tions of climate with the demands of the market and the needs of house-
holds. Sometimes they choose to deplete soils to meet social demands, at 
others they choose to maintain the health of their land to enhance sus-
tainability and resilience. Sometimes they choose to use modern chemi-
cal and hybrid inputs, at other times they choose to use organics and to 
maintain landrace varieties. Sometimes they invest in communal acts of 
labour to reshape their landscape while at other times they allow infra-
structure and land to fall into disuse.

This is a creative curation of a varied assemblage from which a flex-
ible prosperity can and does emerge in contemporary moments. This is 
not to say that people in Marakwet do not need forms of external support. 
Increasing the opportunities open to Marakwet farmers and families, 
allowing them to choose how to thrive autonomously, should be a pri-
ority. Marakwet is not a romantic garden of Eden; challenges of many 
kinds persist, but, as we hope we have shown here and elsewhere (Lunn-​
Rockliffe et al., 2020), it is those communities who live prosperity who 
must be the ones who shape its emergence. This means strengthening 
rather than eroding the many local values, customs, practices and institu-
tions that have continued to sustain communities across the challenges 
of the last century. It requires a shift away from singular designs to dis-
tributed lived experimentation, in short, empowering people to do better 
what they already do best.

Note

	 1.	 Originally this was intended to be 500 acres and the community expended much energy to 
clear this amount of land, only to have the scheme scaled back by the Red Cross afterwards.
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Epilogue
Henrietta L. Moore

Redefining prosperity for the twenty-​first century is among our most 
urgent tasks. We need to fundamentally rework the relationship between 
the economic and the social. Without accomplishing this task, we will 
not be able to tackle climate change and biodiversity loss, nor the fail-
ure of the most developed countries in the world to protect their popu-
lations from declining standards of living, nor develop social protection 
programmes for emerging economies, nor tackle diminishing trust in 
governments, nor arrest contracting forms of social capital that are cor-
roding our ability to live with differences between ourselves and others. 
One has only to reflect on the question of migration and the poisonous 
politics it engenders to comprehend how all these challenges are inter-
connected. Rethinking the relationship between the economic and the 
social involves developing alternative approaches for understanding val-
ues and outcomes. This is ‘a large subject’, as Kermode would have it, 
‘because the instrument of change is the human imagination. It changes 
not only the consoling plot, but the structure of time and the world’ 
(Kermode, 2000: 31).

As this volume has demonstrated, change is already underway; 
there is an emerging recognition that maximising GDP should not neces-
sarily be the paramount goal of national policy, and that there are winds 
of change that cannot be assuaged by current economic policies and 
models. In reality, growth is increasingly elusive, and possibly, as Tim 
Jackson says, we have been slow to recognise that we are already in a 
post-​growth world (Jackson, 2018). Suddenly, large numbers of com-
mentators seem to be referencing the fact that workers’ wages as a share 
of national income in the most developed countries of the world have 
been declining since the 1970s, or even the 1960s! A 60-​year failure for 
economic orthodoxies that has apparently gone unnoticed until it is too 
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late, perhaps. Beliefs and ideologies are often oppositional, and for some 
this point is of little significance, while for others it is the crux of the mat-
ter, the clear evidence that trickle-​down economics is not the solution for 
the present or the future.

As we have argued in this volume, these new ideas and debates are 
useful in providing an emerging critique of how we think about the inter-
sections between economy, society and politics. Arguably, there is a more 
rigorous debate than at any time in living memory about the orthodox-
ies of untrammelled markets, and the damage of extractive economies, 
with their inevitable consequences for people and planet. Yet, dominant 
economic models still hold sway and progress on climate change and bio-
diversity loss is glacial. The world may be warming, but politics are frigid, 
stuck in the mud of nationalist policies and chilled by the air of self-​
interest. Consequently, this volume has sought to move beyond critiques 
of the status quo and generalised accounts of what a new economy might 
look like to engage with local, co-​designed ideas about prosperity and 
the redefinition of its constitutive elements for the twenty-​first century. 
It has pursued new theories, frameworks and models of prosperity, and 
advanced a critique of the value of the economic in social life, challeng-
ing the structural features of the dominant economic models on which 
we depend and the value premises on which they are built. However, it 
has also moved beyond merely discussing new ideas to explore how such 
ideas open the door to innovative practices that will allow us to address 
inequalities in new ways. What makes the approach laid out in this vol-
ume distinctive is that instead of focusing just on how to define and meas-
ure prosperity (providing alternatives to GDP), it has set out what we 
need to do to make prosperity a realisable proposition for specific peo-
ple living in specific locales, delineating possible pathways to prosperity. 
This pushes the debate on prosperity forward substantially, emphasising 
that visions of the good life are diverse and require empirical work co-​
designed with local communities and stakeholders, in order to develop 
well-​founded frameworks and pathways for sustainable prosperity that 
can be operationalised by communities, policy makers, business, civil 
society and government.

Overall, the volume emphasises the diversity and non-​linearity of 
concepts, frameworks and pathways, insisting on the fact that there are 
many paths to achieving improvements in quality of life for people and 
planet, but that they need to be locally grounded. In recognition of this 
fact, the framework adopted embraces a whole-​systems approach, where 
the interplay of intersecting factors is always more critical than any sin-
gle factor. Key here is the contention that social innovation is critical to 
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sustainability and improved prosperity, drawing on novel forms of col-
laboration, knowledge sharing and multi-​stakeholder value creation. 
The evident need for new institutions and forms of governance is some-
thing that is currently being explored in ongoing work at the Institute 
for Global Prosperity, but what is already clear is that if societal goals 
shift from maximising the growth of the market economy, then existing 
institutions can be repurposed to better deliver the goals of social inno-
vation. The inclusion and empowerment of local actors is fundamental 
for successful contextual innovation and for problem solving. Working 
under conditions of profound and pervasive uncertainty, co-​ordination, 
co-​design and collaboration deepens, strengthens and reshapes demo-
cratic participation, refocusing it on solutions in context. This is a process 
which requires consensus through experimentation, and one in which 
social solidarity –​ the creation of social value –​ is key to innovation.

Many of our current economic problems around the world are 
blamed on poor productivity, and commentators bemoan the fact that 
productivity growth is negligible. However, the approach adopted in this 
volume focuses more concretely on social rather than economic produc-
tivity, on how social value drives economic value, and on how, through 
new forms of governance and collaboration, quality of life for people and 
planet can be improved. The reality, as many critics have identified, is 
that our economies are good at producing some things and not others. 
A twenty-​first-​century economy needs to produce more of what we need, 
in other words, to assure the supply of essential goods on which we all 
depend: soil, water, biodiversity, healthcare. There is something both 
depressing and very alarming about the fact that the real productivity 
failures in our current economies are in delivering the common good, 
for both people and planet. The fundamental shift required is one that 
moves away from asking whether change can take place to exploring 
how it can be delivered in diverse contexts, involving diverse stakehold-
ers, to improve diverse forms of prosperity. This is the challenge this vol-
ume addresses.
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