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While the following dossier was being assembled, Judith Tendler passed away. 
Distinguished Professor at MIT, ex-pupil of Albert Hirschman (perhaps the only real 
one), and longtime teacher and friend of our network, Judith had such a major 
role in the Hirschmanian community that the present issue of “Long is the Jour-
ney” may be entitled In search of continuity – from Eugenio to Judith and beyond.

As usual, our dossier is divided into two parts. The first, on Our Classics, opens 
with a selection of letters from prison and confinement – a Theory of Discovery 
in a nutshell written by Eugenio Colorni to Ursula Hirschmann – that give the re-
ader an idea of the “foundation stones” of this current of thought and action. 
The Genesis of a Crucial Discovery follows: the discovery of linkages by Albert 
Hirschman. From here the dossier moves on to Ursula and Albert’s relationship 
with Germany, Judith’s 62 suggestions for evaluators, the two Anthologies on In-
terpretive Social Science by Rabinow and Sullivan, and Gente y Cuentos by Sarah 
Hirschman.

The second part is devoted to some applications (at two institutions, in a con-
federation of cooperatives, at a mini-multinational) of this point of view. We hope 
they will call forth other applications as well. 

PRESENTATION by Luca Meldolesi



 98

PART 1 - THE CLASSICS
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the Logic of discovery - selections from the collected letters

The extracts from the research and scientific reflections of Eugenio Colorni 
(contained mainly in letters to Ursula Hirschmann) collected here represent abo-
ve all an extraordinary example of the author’s revolt against the philosophical 
climate that prevailed in Italy and Germany in the twenties and thirties of the last 
century. At the same time they bear witness to the beginning of a “liberated” way 
of interpreting the world (from which we have much to learn even today) which in 
the end leads the author to pursue the logic of discovery and innovation. Written 
in prison and in exile, these passages in effect serve as an extremely useful intro-
duction and summary, offering a brief outline of the development of Colorni’s 
thinking. This is because in the effort of explaining his point of view step by step 
to Ursula, Eugenio condenses his ideas into formulations that are at once simple 
and attractive, volcanic but accessible. In doing so, he allows us to glimpse the 
inspirational basis, the micro-foundations of the startling theoretical and practi-
cal activities he was pursuing at the time – the crucial inspirational basis for the 
elaborations subsequently developed over the course of a lifetime by Albert Hir-
schman.

Luca Meldolesi

Trieste, 21 Sept 1938

My Dearest,
 I’m reading Faust, one page per day, and to me the two prologues are better than Faust’s famous 

monologue. What strikes me about Goethe is his – how can I put it? – his doubtfulness before he gives an 
opinion or makes a value judgement. Take the “Prologue in the Theatre”. Are you really sure he agrees 
with the poet rather than the theatre director or the actor? OK, he agrees. But he seems to want to say: 
“I am capable of understanding the others’ points of view as well. The way the others see things also 
‘exists’”. It’s almost tragic when the actor tells him: you have your eye on posterity, but what about the 
living? Who’s looking out for them? It’s the same, basically, in the scene between God and Mephistofe-
les. In Goethe, as in Dante, Hell is more alive, more human than Heaven. (See De Sanctis’s review). But 
Faust’s famous monologue, reading it again, was a bit disappointing: it’s a bit pompous and started to 
get tiresome, that “living with all the senses” and “identifying with nature”, etc. It’s true that it was Goe-
the who invented it, but by now, for us, it’s become commonplace. Schiller’s byword is “judge”, Goethe’s 
is “understand”. In this sense Goethe is more humble than Schiller. If all of this seems like nonsense, 
please tell me; and don’t try to spare me because I’m in prison!

 Then I went on reading The Problem of Life [by Paolo Enriquez, Bologna, Zanichelli, 1937]. Either the 
book is badly constructed (and partly, I think, it is) or we are in an area without guidelines, groping in 
the dark. There doesn’t seem to be even the beginning of a uniform guideline in this biological resear-
ch: the discoveries that are made seem basically random. In other words we’re in the realm of physics 
before Galileo.

 Still on the subject of the biology books you sent me, I see that scientists, in all their experiments, 
are still always stuck on this urge to create a homunculus, the man in the bottle. It’s not exactly that, 
it’s the synthetic formation of the living cell: but the principle, the tendency is the same: and what it is 
in fact is “remaking” with our own means what we find already made. Certainly up to now progress in 
science has happened in this way: artificially reconstructing a process found in nature (and machines 
are this and nothing else). But who can say that in the field of biology this isn’t a mistaken and pointless 
course of action? Maybe we need something else altogether, some other “handle”, some other way of 
approaching the problem?

…
Your Eugenio

1.  LEARNING fROm EUGENIO COLORNI
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Varese, 14 Nov 1938

My Ursula,
You can imagine how I flung myself on the books you sent me, which came yesterday. They are 

everything to me and now that I have them I am better able to pass the time. Thanks also for the se-
lection. You did very well; it just suits my tastes: a little physics, some classics, a little culture. When I was 
told that some books had arrived, I thought: I hope there’s something by Goethe, and Perucca’s physics 
[Fisica generale e sperimentale Torino, Utet, 1937]: and sure enough, there they were. It was also a great 
idea sending me some books on modern biology, a subject that I don’t know at all and that I’ve wanted to 
read something about for a long time. In fact yesterday I immediately started The Problem of Life by Enri-
ques, which seems very well done. The way the methods from the various sciences differ and yet always 
have starting points in common. What interests me more and more is to find reasons deriving from their 
physical and psychological makeup to explain why people have focused their attention on certain facts 
rather than others and considered some to be essential and others secondary. It’s not so much the “law of 
nature” that interests me, but rather how people have come to formulate the regularity of nature precisely 
in the form of this law rather than some other. And I believe the meaning of this research is more than just 
philosophical; it is also and mainly scientific, because this “genetic” knowledge of the law of nature allows 
a deeper penetration of its meaning and limitations, so that more appropriate use can be made of it. The 
“law of nature” is not a reality, it is a tool. (Do you like this formulation?).

 Since about a week ago I have been allowed a notebook and a pencil for a few hours each day, and 
I’m writing a physics-mathematics essay in which I think I’ve worked out some problems that I had 
been struggling with for some time.

Yesterday evening I also started reading Don Quixote and I’ll write more to you about it later.
…

Your Eugenio

Varese 26 Nov 1938
My Dearest Ursula,
…
 My health is fine. I’m studying physics from Perucca’s book; in the evening I read the biology bo-

oks, and then to bed with Don Quixote. By now I’ve almost finished the biology books. But I haven’t 
experienced that sense of new doors opening that you get reading the books on the new physics. The 
research is still chaotic and doesn’t seem to have found its proper way yet. And I get the feeling that 
a large part of the theoretical work in this field (vitalism, mechanicism, evolution, natural selection, 
etc.) has a purpose that you might call gratuitous: that is, they don’t lead to advances in research, or to 
getting new results; their purpose is mainly to satisfy the need people have for complete theories that 

solve problems in bulk, a need that to me is not very attractive. Take, for example, the famous problem 
of “vital energy”. I wouldn’t be particularly opposed to the use of this concept (in the way it is useful to 
talk about “thermal energy” or chemical or electrical energy). But in order to decide whether to use it 
or not you have to ask: “Will this concept help us understand things better, discover new facts or inter-
pret old ones in a simpler and more systematic way, formulate useful laws that open the way to new 
predictions and applications?” If so, then by all means let’s welcome the concept of vital energy. It is its 
success, what it can achieve, that determines whether a concept ought to be accepted. Instead, I have 
the idea that generally they argue for or against a concept on the basis of inclinations or feelings that 
have nothing to do with searching for truth.

 I am reconciling myself somewhat with my old and abandoned philosophy. For this reason I’m kee-
ping back the Simmel book [The Philosophy of Money, 1900] as the “dulcis in fondo”, saving the best for 
last. What I mean is, I still detest philosophy as a way of consoling oneself in the face of evil, making up 
for losses, satisfying curiosity, replacing tastes that are no longer available. This is why I detest any philo-
sophical system that seeks to “close the circle” and explain the universe to you. But philosophy as a tool, 
as a ray of light that clarifies misunderstandings and removes prejudices still seems indispensable. And in 
the end comes down simply to exercising intelligence and honesty.

…
Your Eugenio

Varese, 28 Nov 1938
My Dearest,
 I’ve started the Simmel book and so far I’m a bit disappointed. Always the same stories of the spirit 

as a continuous surpassing of oneself, a setting and overcoming of limits, etc. Variations on a theme 
that has by now been worked to death. It’s strange how hard it is to find an observation, even a tiny one, 
that’s fresh and honest, and that opens up a new point of view to you! I think the problem is in the han-
dle: that philosophers are basically not very interested in “understanding”, but are overly concerned 
with “explaining”. And often these two things are contradictory. Explaining in fact means finding such 
and such a theory or system or organization of reality in which everything has its place and in which 
there is a place for everything. Understanding means facing things, you might say, in a state of passi-
vity, ready to grasp them in the way that presents itself as most appropriate. This is why I like Goethe. 
“Systems” for him were not really serious things. In fact he must have changed them many times in his 
life. A “system” for him was nothing but an amusing game. The important thing, the serious thing was 
“understanding”, in any way and with whatever method. I would like to read Nietzsche.

 As you see, I am always circling around the same ideas. But I don’t believe they are useless to me or 
to my scientific research.

...
Your Eugenio
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Varese, 8 Dec 1938
My Dearest Ursula,
…
 Simmel’s book, which I am reading slowly, gives me contrasting impressions. Sometimes he says 

beautiful, incisive things and then just leaves them there, content with having described them, without 
using them or applying them. He has some interesting observations, for example, concerning the pro-
cesses by which the mind attributes to certain types of activity their own autonomy as ends in themsel-
ves (art, morals, etc.). But then? Think how much psychology could be done based on this, for example 
dissecting the process of needs, tendencies and fears that such an attitude derives from! And Simmel 
instead (like all the philosophers) gives us nothing: he is content to have described this with a formula, 
to have framed it in a system, in a law: this satisfies him completely. I will never get tired of repeating 
it – a law has a purpose only if it is put to use. If all it does is satisfy us it is useless.

…
Your Eugenio

Varese 12 Dec 1938
My Dearest Ursula,
…
Reading your letter last night I had the idea that I should outline for you the general drift of my philo-

sophy. So here goes (nothing new or ground-breaking, I hasten to say): Humans have made true progress 
whenever they notice that they are not the centre of the universe. The case of Copernicus is the most typi-
cal and striking, but throughout the history of civilization there are these “leaps outside ourselves”, this 
awareness that the laws that we had attributed to reality were, in essence, nothing other than an imagined 
reality made in our image and likeness as a good servant of our needs. Every time a step like this has been 
taken mankind has gained understanding from it and engaged better with reality, and powerful tools with 
which to control nature have fallen into our hands. The more man has dominated nature, the less he has 
felt like its master, its central figure. And here again you might say it took much more “love” and less “pride” 
to achieve this understanding. You could say that the entire evolution of thought, from primitive people 
who attributed rain and sunshine to the will of the gods—that is, to men who were bigger and stronger than 
themselves—to Plato, who attributed reality and objective truth to a certain number of concepts connected 
to our minds, to Newton, who held that space and time were real entities; made progress every time the 
concept of “essence” was replaced by that of “relations”. But to do this requires an enormous effort of ho-
nesty and, you might say, of asceticism. It requires the courage to look at ourselves as if we were outside 
ourselves, to become our own objects of observation (and this is the connection with the dialectic), to give 
up our habits of thinking. In this sense, morals and science are the same thing. And every scientific disco-
very, I would say even every technical achievement, is like a slap in the face that says: things are not the way 
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my model would like them to be organized. It is precisely for this reason that every discovery is necessarily 
incomplete, and that it is pointless to construct vast systems in which everything is well organized. Every 
discovery is like growing from a child into an adult and saying: “How foolish I was! I thought the moon was 
a toy made just to entertain me”. Essentially, it’s an exercise in humility. You might reply: Ok, but this is a 
method like any other. But no: I support this method because it is the only one that yields results. Whoever 
has applied this method has been enriched with knowledge and tools, and entire regions of the natural 
world have opened up. They have a nice little saying, the philosophers: our research is disinterested; we 
don’t care about concrete results. But concrete results are the only evidence we have that we are on a track 
that will be productive for everybody. Otherwise this so-called disinterest on the part of philosophers just 
turns out to be an interest in satisfying their curiosity or allaying their fears. The point that modern physics 
has latched onto, with the enormous results it has achieved, is precisely this: Space, time and motion are 
not “Platonic ideas”, nor are they realities in themselves: they are relations. And in this regard there are two 
things that strike me: 1. How exhausting it has been to remove these preconceptions from people: a sign 
that they were deeply rooted not only intellectually but, I would say, almost organically. 2. The incredible 
breadth of the landscape that has opened up to human eyes with the removal of these concepts.

I will stop here, my darling. They are old ideas, I know, but it does me good to tell you them.
…

Your Eugenio

Varese, 13 Dec 1938
Dear Ursula
…
For a number of months, years even, I have been mulling over a cartoon that I would like to make 

almost the motto of my philosophy. There are two sunflowers and one says to the other, “The latest stu-
dies have shown that it isn’t the sun that always moves to where we’re looking, but it’s us who always 
turn to face the sun”. Well, we laugh at the sunflowers, but if you think about it, up until four hundred 
years ago people acted exactly the same way, believing that the sun revolved around the earth! And 
they still do the same thing today in an infinite number of cases! The way I see it, every discovery, every 
step forward, is a reversal of point of view just like the sunflowers’.

Please don’t chuckle if I’ve already told you this story. You have to forgive me everything now, thin-
king, poor guy, in these conditions… But don’t think that all I do is mull over these theories. On the con-
trary, this doesn’t represent what I do. The main focus is on trying to apply them scientifically. Like this, 
for example: modern physics has demolished the concepts of absolute space and time, absolute motion, 
etc. But it has kept the concept of a “universal constant”. Well I think this concept can be demolished just 
like absolute motion: and that this demolition can lead to new and productive scientific developments.

…
Eugenio

Ventotene, 8 April 1939
My Dearest Pini,
…
I sleep a lot. I work quite a bit, but more in the philosophical-literary sense than the scientific-ma-

thematical; which I’m sorry about, because I don’t want to lose my edge. I read Nietzsche [Beyond 
Good and Evil, 1886], and I find all the ideas that I’ve thought of, but expressed in a different way and 
irreparably sterile. Why? I think it’s because he expressed them in anger, resentfully, without thinking 
about applying his ideas in any concrete and useful way, and all besotted with the courage he showed in 
daring to say these things. On every page you find at least ten times the words “wagen” [risk], “Tapfer-
keit” [courage], etc. So that his philosophy, entirely correct, remained sterile, a perfect example of intel-
ligence and heartlessness, and nothing more.

…
Eugenio

Ventotene, 11 May 1939
My Dearest… 
As for what you say about psychology and the unconscious, you seem to be taking back everything 

you’ve taught me. Hadn’t we reached the point (with difficulty, in my case) of saying that the literal sen-
se of a word doesn’t mean anything? That every word is like a flower in your buttonhole? That is, that 
its value comes from a certain indefinable “intentionality”? Now it is surely true that very often even 
though you know rationally, as a fact, the origin of a tic, this doesn’t mean you are cured of it. Now I 
maintain that knowing in this way is not true knowing: it’s knowing a “fact”, not reliving the experience 
in your memory, being ashamed of it down to the most intimate fibre of your being, etc. Therefore, as a 
rule, when the doctor gives you the explanation for your tic and you too recognize that it’s correct and 
accept it, you still don’t feel cured. The new psychology gives you not only a new definition of knowing 
(which in itself amounts to nothing), but also reveals a new way of knowing, until now hidden: and 
that is “remembering being ashamed”. And you realize that this new type of knowing (and this alone) 
gets rid of nervous tics. All philosophy had always suspected that lying beneath rational and empirical 
knowledge there was another type of knowledge that was deeper, more intimate and close-fitting, an 
“Erleben” [experience]. Now we have a method of reaching this type of knowledge, and (most impor-
tantly) we have a criterion for recognizing whether this type of knowledge has actually been achieved: 
and that is, if it led to the disappearance of tics, complexes, needs, etc., then it was in fact that new type 
of knowledge; otherwise, it wasn’t; otherwise it was simply the usual rational and empirical knowledge 
of “factual data”.

I would say that the new psychology is much more useful to the healthy than to the sick. In sick peo-
ple arriving at this “remembering being ashamed” is extremely difficult, always bound to the person of 
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the doctor who often, without meaning to, can influence the patient; everything can often (as you say) 
come down to a phenomenon of autosuggestion, and in the best case can do no more than eliminate 
a couple of tics. Healthy people, on the other hand (or rather, relatively healthy people, since there is 
no such thing as a completely healthy person) are free of the doctor’s influence because they have no 
doctor, and the role of the doctor is played (so to speak) by the infinite shocks and encounters that life 
presents; and any doctor will be dominated by a healthy person rather than vice versa. And what will be 
achieved is not only the elimination of a couple of tics, but this new type of experience and knowledge, 
which can then be put to use in various ways. In Nietzsche all this is clearly indicated; indeed it may be 
said that all this is no more than a realization of Nietzsche’s program.

…
Your Eugenio

Ventotene, 17 May 1939
My Dearest Ursula,
…
Otherwise my health is good, and I get lots of sun in the afternoon stretched out on the deck chair. I’ve 

now got back a bit to my physics studies and slowed down on the philosophy: alternating like this I never 
get bored. I notice more and more that all my research in physics is dominated by a concept, essentially 
philosophical, which is: the destruction of the category of “reality”. Once you eliminate this concept, whe-
rever it hides, in the formulations of the natural sciences, you reach transformations and results that to 
me seem interesting. Now a careful investigation of this need or demand for “reality”, which is after all one 
of the essential categories in human thought, reveals that it is due to a set of complexes and reactions to 
adversity, but mainly to the complex that I would call “fear of being deceived”. These complexes are the 
source of the human spirit of inquiry, research and curiosity—in a word, science. When these complexes 
become pathological, and need to be satisfied at all costs, they give rise to theosophies. Now in my case 
these complexes have always been very weak (while in Silvia they are very strong); and therefore when 
I read Kant’s affirmation that space and time and causality etc. are not realities in themselves but rather 
expressions of our thinking, it satisfied me completely and met with no resistance. This I would say is the 
only thing I’ve learned from philosophy; and it is the nucleus around which my thinking has continued to 
revolve.

…
Your Eugenio

Ventotene, 20 May 1939
Dearest,
Today I’m really down and in bad mood and I’m fed up with this constant writing to each other; I just 

want to be with you and hold your hand and not say anything, with our little ones playing around us. Ok, 
we’ll dispense with the melancholy. It’s raining here today. Now I’ll reply to your ideas: I agree with you 
completely that everything is psychology and that the cardinal error is taking words as “absolute”. For 
example, it is common to talk about “the will” as if it were something unitary and indivisible, and easy to 
understand. And the fact is, behind the word “will” a multitude of processes are gathered, each different 
from the others, each very complicated and divisible into various parts. And philosophy speaks of “the 
will” as if it were a simple and intuitive thing, indivisible like an atom, comprising the “raw material” that 
the spirit is made of! As for your suspicions about the cataract operations, I can say that I don’t believe in 
systems either, but I do believe, wholeheartedly, in “discoveries”. The discovery of electricity opened up 
an enormous field of applications, it made us vastly richer; and this happened all at once, in the course of 
a few decades. Now I consider the new psychology to be about on a par with the discovery of electricity. 
It has put into our hands a set of mechanisms that allow us to construct and demolish many things. First 
application: a cure for several nervous disorders. But there are also other possible applications. Curing 
nervous disorders is the control experience, you might say, that demonstrates that in general the method 
works. The idea now is to find the fields in which this method is applicable and can yield good results. And 
we must resist the temptation to turn this method into a system, a philosophy; that is, it has to be used in 
areas where it works and only there.

…
Your Eugenio

Ventotene, 22 May 1939
My Dearest,
I’ll tell you something I’ve been thinking recently: a person can be attracted to philosophy for two 

intimate reasons: the fear of being unclean (or of being exposed). Or the fear of being deceived. The first 
produces the moralist, and the second the theorist and the scientist (I would be the first type). Let me 
explain: the first type is the person who needs to be clean at all costs, who is constantly afraid of a rigid 
and implacable eye that judges and condemns all his actions (conscience), who needs a stability that 
can guarantee that he is upright, honest and clean.

These needs give rise to the categorical imperative, the action as an end in itself, etc. This person 
takes up philosophy as a guide, a safe refuge against his own weakness. – In the other case, there is a 
certain craving to know “how things really are”, a curiosity about what is “real”, a need to search for the 
“real” beneath the “appearances”. This is the case for people who have been afraid of being deceived 
ever since they were children, who looked down on fairy tales and wanted “true” stories; who then went 
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on to become fanatical about taking toys apart to discover how they worked, the investigators, resear-
chers, experimenters. For them it is not morals but knowledge that is an end in itself.

When these needs are so overpowering that they fill someone’s entire soul, this is when they’re drawn 
to philosophy or pure science as a vocation. But as you’ve seen, this vocation isn’t really anything but 
a need for defence, a struggle to free oneself from fear. People’s vocations therefore push them preci-
sely in the direction where they are most constrained by their complexes, where they are less agile and 
relaxed. And where they have fewer complexes, where they are agile and relaxed, they feel no impulse 
to act, precisely because they feel no need to defend themselves, to seek safety. There they feel no 
“vocation”.

 Something like this is what has happened to your husband, who is tightly bound to the “staying cle-
an” side, but quite relaxed on the “not being deceived” side. If it is now possible for someone to escape 
from their first vocation, which pulled them in the direction of psychological “slavery”, this will liberate 
a great deal of energy that can be used on the side where they are more free and relaxed. So what’s 
happening to me is that, freed of the impulses that were pushing me toward philosophy, and turning 
toward the field of science, I constantly run into researchers and scientists all occupied with fixations 
that I don’t understand, all concerned about “reality”, which doesn’t matter to me in the slightest. And it 
often seems to me that their problems are nonexistent, all just made up to satisfy this famous obsession 
with reality. 

And I wonder: if someone were to follow this path backwards, starting with this reality fixation, and 
were to break free of it and turn toward the field which for them had from the start been free of fixations, 
the field of morality and the categorical imperative, what would they find? What would they build?

…
Your Eugenio

Ventotene, 24 May 1939
My Dearest Pini,
I can’t tell you the joy your letter of the 20th gave me, not only because of what you wrote, but be-

cause it seems to me from the way you write that you are better and stronger, and it lifted the worries I 
had from your previous letters about your health. Since yesterday evening I’ve been constantly thinking 
over the ideas you wrote about and last night I put together a number of answers which I’m not sure I 
have time to write down in the hour I have left before the post goes out.

 So let me say that this idea of a rich, prodigal natural world that needs to be wasteful, that sets in 
motion immense forces to achieve meagre results etc., is another of the ideas that our friend Nietzsche 
stole from you. And as an idea it is worth about as much as the (diametrically opposed) idea of nature 
as thrifty and always directed toward a goal, a realm where everything has a purpose, nothing is wasted, 
everything has its place etc. The one idea is worth exactly as much as the other; that is, nothing (See “Our 
image” [in Eugenio Colorni La malattia della metafisica, Torino, Einaudi, 2009, p. 270-4; and in “Long is 
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the journey”, dossier n. 1, http://colornihirschman.org/article/long-is-the-journey-n1/our-image ] ). Or, let’s 
say, they may be partly true, both of them; but they’re of no utility whatsoever. In fact, everything known as 
“work” or “intelligence” in humans is directed toward defending us against these two laws—that is, toward 
creating order where nature has created none, or taking the disorganized and chaotic processes nature 
has roughed out and making them more economical and profitable, more “usable”. We are “savers” where 
nature has been a “spendthrift”. It is true that nature follows tortuous pathways to arrive at an outcome, 
but it isn’t true that when humans find a “direct route” they are constrained to make use of it only by means 
of these convoluted paths. Let science guide us: Mechanics and electricity are “direct routes”, and it does 
seem that for two thousand years humanity endlessly went in circles and achieved very little (in this field), 
but that once we embarked on the direct route we had the possibility of breaking through immediately, at 
dizzying speed. Now if it is true that the direction I’m headed in today represents a “direct route”, the thing 
to do is not to make the moment of illumination drag out until eternity (in other words, construct a system), 
but rather to make the most of the direct route. There is a big difference between “interpreting a discovery 
philosophically” and “putting a discovery to use”, and the second of these is what I would like to do. And I 
do realize that this leaves an impression of pettiness and lack of generosity, but I think that essentially all 
of science might come down to “economizing” (that is, moving more quickly, looking further ahead, beco-
ming stronger, exploiting the riches of nature). This is why I believe it is not wrong benefit from a creative 
act. In a certain sense, what I would like to do is something like propaganda for a mental attitude. Every 
philosophical system is a way of advocating for an idea, for the brilliant intuition at its centre. It’s saying: 
Look, you’ll be fine if you adopt this way of seeing things, you’ll resolve all your problems, you’ll know how 
you should behave, you will truly know yourself and others, you will be able to make judgements about art, 
morals, etc. In short, you will find the answers to many of the doubts, mysteries and fears that torment you. 
For myself, I couldn’t care less about doubts and fears. My way of advocating is different. I say: Look, if you 
adopt this way of seeing things you will be able to split the atom, build machines and predict astronomical 
phenomena. The publicity I’m doing is technical. The philosopher promises you your peace of mind (a hou-
se of cards), the scientist promises you riches and dominion over nature (an open room in the real house). 
What I like and what truly impresses me is that I think I have clarified for myself the process by which a 
certain psychological and moral attitude can lead to a scientific discovery; in such a way that the discovery 
almost constitutes the experimental confirmation of the utility of the original attitude. And it’s precisely 
this process that I would like to describe: a sort of “experimental morality”. Something like in children’s fairy 
tales: “If you leave your arrogance behind and forget your pride, then the treasure house will open and the 
fairy will appear before you in all her beauty.”

 I see the time is almost up. Goodbye sweetheart, you don’t need to write to me. Just stay well and 
don’t tire yourself too much. And don’t forget there’s someone here who thinks of you and our little 
ones always.

…
Your Eugenio

Ventotene, 25 May 1939
My Dear, 
 I’m constantly thinking about the things you wrote to me. The concept of philosophy as a sort of 

hidden biography of the author is precisely what Nietzsche thought. And that phrase of Baudelaire’s 
that you sent is exactly the opposite of what I think. I think that everything that’s wrong with metaphy-
sics (which shows up not only in philosophy, but also everywhere in daily life) comes precisely from 
taking words as something sacred, forgetting that they are tools and are always approximations. Kant 
(the only philosopher I truly love) was brave enough to free himself from the myth of “reality”, but not 
from the myth of “words”. He had the courage to say that space, time, substance and causality do not 
represent anything real, but he did not have the courage to say that they are just tools, valuable only 
so long as they are useful. He said: we are bound to them, they constitute the necessary essence of our 
being, which is to say: they are not Reality (with a capital R), but they are “Words” (capital W). Freeing 
oneself from philosophy (or at least from what has been called philosophy up to now) means freeing 
oneself from the capital letters, that is from the slavery of words. And to do this, to speak always in small 
letters, requires agility, ease, grace, modesty, good taste, simplicity, and honesty beyond compare.

…
Your Eugenio

Ventotene, 1 June 1939
My Urselchen,
…
 If you knew what pleasure and consolation I get from what you write, that the only philosopher you 

understand is Kant [...]. And I also feel shock and anger against Fichte and Schelling and Hegel, who re-
ally did ruin the achievement of his thinking, which they cut down to nothing. What is infuriating is the 
thought that basically these are people who are sick with the philosophical disease, this need to close 
the circles and this fear of being caught in the open, etc. And instead of recognizing that they are ill and 
trying to get better, or creating little personal shelters where they can live peacefully, suffer less and not 
be so afraid, they puff their little shelters up, wave them to the four winds and use them to make careers 
and become celebrities. What you write about the 30 dice and about the noumenon as a tender spot 
that they stupidly rage against is perfect. The noumenon is the final tribute Kant pays to the philosophi-
cal need to close circles. And they jump all over it: “no, that’s not how you close the circle, you do it in 
a different way”. I don’t know if I ever told you this fable that comes to mind [cfr. “Apologo su quattro 
modi di filosofare”, in Eugenio Colorni, La malattia della metafisica, Torino, Einaudi, 2009, p. 188-200]: A 
father leaves his children in the house, saying “Here you’ll find everything you need, but you’ll be in real 
trouble if you try to go outside. You’ll be naked and helpless in the street, with nobody to come to your 
aid”. The children split up. There’s one who uses the house, but who every so often looks wistfully out 
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the window overlooking the forbidden street (positivist scientists like Spencer, Comte, Poincaré, and 
regret for the “unknowable”). Another (the mystic) breaks the lock and runs out into the street where, 
without seeing or understanding anything, he claims to have found the solution to all the problems that 
existed in the house, presenting the street as a bigger and more beautiful house. Another (the modern 
scientist) tries to fit wheels onto the house and modify it so that it is possible to move along the streets 
without ever leaving the house. And what do you think the last one does? He bars the doors, closes the 
shutters, and declares: the street doesn’t exist: the whole world begins and ends inside the house. And 
this last one – the stupidest of all, the one with the least imagination, the sickest – this is the idealist phi-
losopher, like Hegel and Fichte. Leibniz and Descartes, as a type, are a bit different. They really did have 
something to say both in the field of science (one invented analytical geometry, the other infinitesimal 
calculus) and in scientific methodology. Only they preferred, for reasons of convenience, to express 
these things in the language then in use, a theological-systematic language. Therefore, to understand 
them it is necessary to “translate” from that systematic language to ours. Once this is done, the theses 
and demonstrations that appear to be senseless games take on an important meaning, one that is in 
no way systematic. The introduction to my book [G.G. Leibnitz, Monadologia, a cura di Eugenio Colorni, 
Firenze, Sansoni, 1934] is a simple biography and won’t help you understand Leibniz; what you need 
is the first part (the anthology) of the book itself, but it’s a little long. Maybe in one of my next letters, if 
you like, I can write you a brief summary of his philosophy. Something short and sweet perhaps, for the 
moment I’m not sure. At this point I believe in it so little that I just can’t seem to focus my mind on it. But 
send me a list of subjects you’d like me to ramble on about, and I will do so at once.

For Leibniz and Descartes, perhaps what you need, more than my book, is that communication on 
the Eternal Ideas in Descartes and Leibniz [“Le verità eterne in Descartes e Leibnitz” in Eugenio Colorni, 
La malattia della metafisica, Torino, Einaudi, 2009, p. 83-92] that, if I’m not mistaken, you typed a copy 
of for me. It’s an attempt at that “translation” that I was telling you about. But the one who really took 
Descartes at his word and tried to pursue the ultimate consequences of his thought and close the circle, 
with a level of diligence and commitment that I don’t know whether to call ingenuous, ridiculous, or 
monstrous, is Spinoza. And with this I proclaim: a) that it’s almost nine, the hour when they now sound 
the retreat; b) that the chocolates, alas, are gone; c) that I’m in a good mood thanks to your letter.

…
Eugenio

Melfi, 10 May 1942
Dearest,
I’ll write this letter before I go to bed because I want to answer you immediately about the magazine. 

What you wrote to me has given me a strong desire to work. And you see I was right that it was only 
there that you would find support and understanding.

 1) First of all I want to say that I conceive of the magazine as having a very definite orientation, 

that is with a precisely set program and concrete arguments to be developed and advocated. What this 
orientation will be is difficult to set out in a few words, but it is very clear in my mind, and I’m sure that 
it fits completely with the concepts I recently read about in the article “Scientific Culture”, published in 
“Philosophical Studies”. Briefly, the idea is to start from a “conventionalist” or “adequatist” conception 
of science, but rather than limiting it to the philosophical interpretation of scientific facts the way the 
Vienna School or even Gouseth does, to apply it instead to the basic concepts underlying the edifice 
of science and show how a rigorous clarification of the hypotheses implicit in the adoption of such 
concepts can effectively transform and further clarify many scientific formulations, and perhaps resol-
ve some of the knottiest problems modern science faces. A radical challenge, then, to any “realist” or 
“finalist” position, and also to the facile and equivocal idealist interpretations of the “uncertainty prin-
ciple” etc. An explicit recognition, rather, of the Kantian origins of such a viewpoint.

 2) On this basis I feel we can gain the consensus of everyone who leans in the direction of the Vienna 
School. As close collaborators I think we can take on Geymonat and Preti, whose article on the subject 
“what is logic” I found interesting but somewhat confused. We could ask for contributions from the stu-
dents of Enriques (if there are any) or from Enriques himself. Perhaps we could ask for something from 
the school of Pastore (which I hardly know, however). The true Italian physicists, almost all students 
of Fermi, are as far as I know too “realist” to have any concrete interest in a magazine of this kind. We 
might ask some of them (for example, Persico or Wick) for articles on specific topics that interest us: for 
example on Eddington’s work on the unification of universal constants or on the presuppositions (not 
the conclusions) of the methodology of Heisenberg. For the physics, then, I would think that Geymonat, 
Preti and I could map out a program of themes to be addressed, developing some of them ourselves, 
and also asking for specific contributions from experts.

 3) For the presentation of the most significant schools of thought, I think we could ask their major 
proponents to present them directly, and take upon ourselves the task of criticism.

…
Your Eugenio

          



Learning from Albert O. Hirschman 2726

2.1. Linkages: genesis of a discovery. 
A note by Luca Meldolesi 

1. The aim of this note is to reflect on a few pages 
by Albert Hirschman on the nature and genesis 
of linkage effects (or linkages) ; to take stock of 
them, going back to some texts they mention; 
and lastly to present an unpublished 1954 re-
port by Hirschman and Kalmanoff on the pro-
duction of paper and pulp which is a particular-
ly significant key to understanding the process 
of intellectual maturation that led the author to 
backward and forward linkages.

 
Hirschman wrote (1986b, p. 56-7)

“I originally defined a linkage (or linkage effect) 
as a characteristic, more or less compelling se-
quence of investment decisions occurring in the 
course of industrialization and, more generally, 
of economic development. In putting forward 
the concept in The Strategy of Economic Deve-
lopment, I implicitly criticized the then dominant 
Harrod-Domar growth model in which growth 
depends only on the capital-output ratio and on 
the availability of capital as determined by the 
propensity to save and the inflow of capital from 
abroad. More generally, the concept arose from 
a perspective contesting the conventional repre-
sentation of an economy where natural resour-
ces, factors of production, and entrepreneurship 
are all unequivocally available in given, if scarce, 
amounts and need only be efficiently alloca-
ted to various activities for best results. Instead 
I contended that “development depends not so 
much on finding optimal combinations for given 
resources and factors of production as on calling 
forth and enlisting for development purposes re-
sources and abilities that are hidden, scattered, 
or badly utilized”. This view led me to search for 

various inducing and mobilizing mechanisms. 
The resulting “strategy of unbalanced growth” 
values investment decisions not only because of 
their immediate contribution to output, but be-
cause of the larger or smaller impulse such de-
cisions are likely to impart to further investment, 
that is, because of their linkages. The strategy has 
important implications for investment planning: 
it proposes that dynamic considerations, based 
on the linkages, should be allowed to comple-
ment the criterion of static efficiency.

”
2. Where does all this come from? In a well known 

text of the same period (Hirschman 1984; now 
in 1986°, p. 15-16) we find, first of all, the impor-
tant lesson learned from Alexander Gerschen-
kron. As Hirschman recalled,

“I fought a major battle against the then wi-
dely alleged need for a “balanced” or “big push” 
industrialization effort; that is, against the idea 
that industrialization could be successful only if 
it were undertaken as a large-scale effort, care-
fully planned on many fronts simultaneously. To 
contradict this idea I pointed to the process of in-
dustrialization that could in fact be observed in 
Colombia and other developing countries. Their 
entrepreneurs, domestic and foreign, had appa-
rently hit upon a good number of sequential ra-
ther than simultaneous solutions to the problem 
of industrialization, but the more typical sequen-
ces were often unusual by the standards of expe-
rience in the more advanced countries. Precisely 
for this reason, these sequences either were not 
easily perceived or, once noted, were judged to 
be characteristic of an inferior, inefficient, or (ac-
cording to a term that became fashionable in the 
1960s) “dependent” industrialization.
My approach was exactly the opposite. Following 
Gerschenkron, I saw originality and creativity 

2.  LEARNING fROm ALbERT O. HIRSCHmAN
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in deviating from the path followed by the ol-
der industrial countries, in skipping stages, and 
in inventing sequences that had a “wrong way 
around” look. It was surely this attitude that per-
mitted me to ferret out the backward and forward 
linkage dynamic and to acclaim as a dialecti-
cal-paradoxical feat what was later called, with 
disparaging intent, import-substituting industria-
lization: in its course, a country would acquire a 
comparative advantage in the goods it imports; 
for the “fatter” the imports of a given consumer 
good grew, the greater was the likelihood that, 
in Hansel ad Gretel fashion, they would be “de-
voured” or “swallowed” by a newly established 
domestic industry. My intent throughout was to 
underline the originality of these various dynami-
cs, as well as the feasibility, then in doubt, of a 
sequential approach. 

”
3. Gerschenkron’s main lesson was therefore that 

the examples provided of industrialization 
help clear the mind of the intellectual sche-
mes prevalent in the economic literature and, 
through comparison, predispose it – Colorni 
style – to new discoveries. Because, as Ger-
schenkron himself wrote , the experience of the 
industrialization of some European countries 
in the 19th century could not simply be repli-
cated in the 20th for other parts of the world. 
Perhaps the most telling (but also much less 
well-known) page by Albert on the linkages di-
scovery, however, comes from a talk he gave at 
the University of Paris X - Nanterre, in May 1993, 
upon receiving an honorary degree (Hirschman 
1995, p. 115-6). Here, recollecting his studies at 
the Ecole des Hautes Etudes Commerciales and 
the importance of economic geography, Albert 
said: Among the economics courses [that I at-
tended at that Ecole]

“(…) the most interesting by far were the bril-
liant lectures in economic geography given by 
Professor Albert Demangeon, an eminent autho-
rity in that field, which was a well-established one 
in France. Here we learnt a great deal about the 
location of economic activities and its determi-
nants, the economic importance of rivers and na-
tural resources for industrial development, and 
shifts in the flow of commerce between regions 
(I recall a superb lecture entitled “la concurren-
ce entre Anvers et Rotterdam”). The lively green, 
brown, and blue colors of the geographical maps 
he displayed enhanced the effectiveness of his 
teaching. 
Later, when reflecting about the origin of my 
thinking on economic development, I realized 
that this early schooling in physical geographic 
concreteness is probably at the bottom of my 
later refusal to explain growth and development 
exclusively through macroeconomic aggregates, 
such as savings, investment, income, and capi-
tal-output ratios. These sorts of models seemed 
to me too abstract, too mechanical, and sadly 
lacking in the kind of drama that Professor De-
mangeon had been able to impart to his lectu-
res. To be sure, I must not forget the immediate 
background of my Strategy of Economic Deve-
lopment. The book was written right after I had 
lived for almost five years in Colombia, starting 
early in 1952. In the many discussions I had with 
that country’s policy makers and entrepreneu-
rs, I learned much about the way industrial and 
infrastructure investment decisions were taken 
and how they moved up and down the Colom-
bian territory, with its striking topography and 
distinct development poles, to use the langua-
ge of François Perroux. Perhaps it was the inte-
raction of the Colombian experience of the fifties 
with the still live Parisian memories of the thirties 

that made me hit on the notion of backward and 
forward linkages as an important force in the dy-
namics of the development process.
It was a generalization or theory of the “middle 
range”, as Robert Merton has called it. In dealing 
with the multiple and complex problems of de-
velopment we have learnt that we must fashion 
generalizations at all kinds of ranges and be deaf, 
like Ulysses, to the seductive chant of the unique 
paradigm.

”
4. All this explains the choice (and order) of the 

following texts.
a) As an introduction, a well known excerpt 

from Hirschman on Gerschenkron (Hirsch-
man, 1981, p. 11) and two relevant passages 
from Gerschenkron’s masterpiece – “Econo-
mic Backwardness in Historical Perspective” 
– are presented in Section A.

b) Some excerpts from Demangeon’s work 
on Anvers and Rotterdam are included in 
Section B. They give an idea of the “drama” 
that impressed the young Hirschman in Paris 
in 1934-5.

c) From the Colombian years, some excerpts 
from the following are assembled in Section 
C:
1- “Research Project: Case Studies as Instan-

ces of Successful Economic Development 
in Colombia” (1954).

2- A Report written with Kalmanhoff – “The 
Market for Paper and Pulp in Columbia” 
(1956) – that can be taken as a model for 
sector analysis (and was personally indica-
ted as a source for linkages by Hirschman 
to Meldolesi, while the latter was working 
on Meldolesi 1995).

3- “Economic Policy in Underdeveloped 
Countries” (1957), where the concept of 
backward linkage appeared for the first 

time as “Impact of Secondary on Primary 
Production”.

4- A list of Hirschman’s materials from the 
Colombia period (1954-57).

Notes

i.   The fact that Albert felt the need to revisit this theme 
many times puts the researcher on the alert, because it implicitly 
suggests a lead to pursue. It is as if, like Little Tom Thumb, he 
wanted to leave behind him a few tracks to be followed…

ii.   This anticipated synthesis introduces “Linkages in Eco-
nomic Development”, a very compact essay published in 1986, 
and written originally as an entry for The New Palgrave, a Di-
ctionary of  Economic Theory and Doctrine. Reading it, it is 
tempting to delve further into the retrospective “narrative” that 
it contains: to discuss its various aspects (backward and forward 
linkages, linkages and industrialization, consumption linkage, 
fiscal linkage, linkage constellations, and the basic thesis – linka-
ges and society); to go back to the numerous contributions cited, 
beginning perhaps with The Strategy (and three well-known ar-
ticles by Albert: “The Political Economy of  Import-Substitu-
ting Industrialization in Latin America” [1968], “A Generalized 
Linkage Approach to Development, with Special References to 
Staples” [1977] and “The Turn to Authoritarianism in Latin 
America and the Search for Economic Determinants” [1979]), 
and with some of  the literature on the subject, which grew with 
time. Though this interesting itinerary should be kept in mind, 
it is not the object of  this note which, as I said, is devoted to the 
origin of  the discovery.  

iii.   “It is, of  course, not suggested here that current policies 
vis-à-vis backward countries should be formulated on the basis 
of  the general experience of  the past century without taking 
into account, in each individual instance”, numerous “pertinent 
factors” and the different “climate of  the present century”. See 
Section A,2 – in the texts below.
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section A

Albert Hirschman on Alexander Gerschenkron

The struggle between advocates and adversa-
ries of monoeconomics was echoed in the debate 
between Rostow and Gerschenkron. Even though 
Rostow had coined what became the most popu-
lar metaphor (the “takeoff”), he had really taken a 
monoeconomics position. For he divided the deve-
lopment process into his famous five “stages” with 
identical content for all countries, no matter when 
they stayed started out on the road to industriali-
zation.

Gerschenkron (1962: 355) derided the notion 
“that the process of industrialization repeated itself 
from country to country lumbering through [Ro-
stow’s] pentametric rhythm” and showed, to the 
contrary, how the industrialization of the late-co-
ming European countries such as Germany and 
Russia differed in fundamental respects from the 
English industrial revolution, largely because of the 
intensity of the “catching up” effort on the part of 
the latecomers. Even though it was limited to nine-
teenth-century Europe, Gerschenkron’s work was 
of great importance for development economics 
by providing historical support for the case against 
monoeconomics. As industrialization actually pro-
ceeded in the periphery, it appeared that Third 
World industrialization around mid-twentieth cen-
tury exhibited features rather different from those 
Gerschenkron had identified as characteristic for 
the European latecomers (Hirschman, 1968). But 
for the historically oriented, Gerschenkron’s work 
supplied the same kind of reassurance Keynesiani-
sm had given to the analytically minded: he showed 
once and for all that there can be more than one 
path to development, that countries setting out to 
become industrialized are likely to forge their own 
policies, sequences, and ideologies to that end.

Alexander Gerschenkron: economic 
backwardness in historical perspective

A Historical approach to current problems calls 
perhaps for a word of explanation. Unlike so many 
of their predecessors, modern, historians no lon-
ger announce to the world what inevitably will, 
or at least what ideally should, happen. We have 
grown modest. The prophetic fervor was bound 
to vanish together with the childlike faith in a 
perfectly comprehensible past whose flow was 
determined by some exceedingly simple and ge-
neral historical law. Between Seneca’s assertion 
of the absolute certainty of our knowledge of the 
past and Goethe’s description of history as a book 
eternally kept under several seals, between the 
omnia certa sunt of the one and the ignorabimus 
of the other, modern historical relativism moves 
gingerly. Modern historians realize full well that 
comprehension of the past - and that perforce 
means the past itself - changes perpetually with 
the historian’s emphasis, interest, and point of 
view. The search is no longer for a determination 
of the course of human events as ubiquitous and 
invariant as that of the course of the planets. The 
iron necessity of historical processes has been 
discarded. But along with what John Stuart Mill 
once called “the slavery of antecedent circum-
stances” have been demolished the great bridges 
between the past and the future upon which the 
nineteenth-century mind used to travel so safely 
and so confidently.

(…)
The story of European industrialization in the 

nineteenth century would seem to yield a few 
points of view which may be helpful for apprecia-
tion of present-day problems.
1. If the spurtlike character of the past century’s 

industrialization on the European continent is 
conceived of as a result of the specific pre-in-

dustrial situations in backward countries and if 
it is understood that pressures for high-speed 
industrializations are inherent in those situa-
tions, it should become easier to appreciate 
the oft-expressed desires in this direction on 
the part of the governments of those coun-
tries. Slogans like “Factories quick!” which 
played such a large part in the discussions of 
the pertinent portions of the International Tra-
de Organization charter, may then appear less 
unreasonable.

2. Similarly, the tendencies in backward coun-
tries to concentrate much of their efforts on in-
troduction of the most modern and expensive 
technology, their stress on large-scale plant, 
and their interest in developing investment go-
ods industries need not necessarily be regar-
ded as flowing mainly from a quest for prestige 
and economic megalomania.

3. What makes it so difficult for an advanced 
country to appraise properly the industrializa-
tion policies of its less fortunate brethren is the 
fact that in every instance of industrialization 
imitation of the evolution in advanced coun-
tries appears in combination with different, 
indigenously determined elements. If it is not 
always easy for advanced countries to accept 
the former, it is even more difficult for them to 
acquiesce in the latter. This is particularly true 
of the institutional instruments used in car-
rying out industrial developments and even 
more so of “ideologies” which accompany it. 
What can be derived from a historical review is 
a strong sense for the significance of the nati-
ve elements in industrializations of backward 
countries. 
A journey through the last century may, by de-

stroying what Bertrand Russell once called the 
“dogmatism of the untravelled,” help in formula-
ting a broader and more enlightened view of the 

pertinent problems and in replacing the absolute 
notions of what is “right” and what is “wrong” by 
a more flexible and relativistic approach. 

It is, of course, not suggested here that current 
policies vis-à-vis backward areas should be for-
mulated on the basis of the general experience 
of the past century without taking into account, 
in each individual instance, the degree of endow-
ment with natural resources, the climactic disa-
bilities, the strength of institutional obstacles to 
industrialization, the pattern of foreign trade, and 
other pertinent factors. But what is even more 
important from the point of view of this paper is 
the fact that, useful “lessons” of the nineteenth 
century may be, they cannot properly be applied 
without understanding the climate of the present 
century, which in so many ways has added new 
momentous aspects to the problems concerned.

section B

Albert demangeon: Anvers
Anvers représente à lui seul toute une province 

de l’économie belge; il est le symbole et l’instru-
ment de la Belgique commerciale. Mais il a des in-
térêts qui débordent son propre pays; il se trouve 
en une région de valeur européenne, sur laquelle 
la politique a fondé l’existence même de la Belgi-
que; il appartient à ces Pays-Bas dont les estuaires 
et les fleuves ont de tout temps attiré les relations 
entre les mers britanniques et les pays allemands 
du Rhin; il occupe un point, à 88 kilomètres à l’in-
térieur des terres, atteint par la marée et par le 
débouché de tout un faisceau de rivières. Anvers 
doit sa fortune à ces voies d’eau. «Anvers, dit un 
proverbe, doit l’Escaut à Dieu et tout le reste à l’E-
scaut.»

[…]
La réunion de certains traits individuels com-
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posent à Anvers une véritable personnalité. En 
premier lieu, Anvers est essentiellement un tran-
sporteur de marchandises. Les voyageurs et les 
émigrants y retiennent beaucoup moins l’atten-
tion qu’à Hambourg et à Liverpool; cependant on 
ne saurait négliger le transit des émigrants, pui-
squ’il en est parti 40.000 en 1900, 81.500 en 1910, 
114.500 en 1913, 12.922 en 1924. En second lieu, 
en tant que place de commerce, Anvers effectue 
presque toutes ses transactions sur des marchan-
dises. Le marché à terme y joue un rôle beaucoup 
moins grand qu’à Londres, par exemple: peu de 
cargaisons achetées par des négociants d’Anvers 
arrivent à destination sans passer par Anvers; Ies 
opérations commerciales de la place sont donc 
inséparables du trafic du port et s’accompagnent 
presque toujours d’un transport. En troisième 
lieu, le transit constitue un élément fondamen-
tal du trafic. Tout ce qui entre à Anvers n’est pas 
destiné à la Belgique; tout ce qui en sort ne pro-
vient pas du Belgique. Dans le trafic du port, le 
transit représente à lui seul plus de la moitié à 
l’exportation, et plus du tiers à l’importation; et, 
sur l’ensemble du transit, près des trois quarts 
ont l’Allemagne comme pays de provenance ou 
de destination. En quatrième lieu, le trafic offre 
un remarquable équilibre entre les entrées et les 
sorties; le trafic à la sortie représente 80 p. 100 du 
trafic à l’entrée; cette abondance du fret de sor-
tie constitue l’un des avantages particuliers du 
port belge, comparé à Hambourg et à Rotterdam 
et surtout aux ports français; en 1921, le poids 
des marchandises au débarquement s’élevait à 
6.043.500 tonnes; à l’embarquement, à 5.635.000. 
Enfin Anvers n’a pas seulement pour lui les ca-
pacités de transport de son grand estuaire et les 
capacités de consommation et de production de 
son arrière-pays; il dispose encore d’immenses 
capitaux, fruit d’un passé de labeur et d’économ-
ie. Il les applique au développement des relations 

LES RELATIONS MARITIMES D’ANVERS

Physiquement, comme Hambourg et tant 
d’autres ports européens, Anvers est un port de 
mer jouissant d’une position intérieure grâce au 
flot de marée qui remonte et gonfle son fleuve; les 
marchandises peuvent ainsi pénétrer fort avant 
dans le continent, sur 88 kilomètres, en utilisant 
le plus possible la voie maritime; la distance de la 
mer, qui atteint 117 kilomètres pour Hambourg 
et 124 kilomètres pour Brême, n’est que de 34 ki-
lomètres pour Rotterdam. Cette pénétration du 
trafic maritime est due à l’influence des marées 
qui font de l’Escaut un véritable bras de mer, lar-
ge de 200 mètres à 500 mètres, selon l’état de la 
marée, devant l’écluse de Kattendyck à Anvers, 
de 745 mètres à 840 mètres devant Lillo, de 2.400 
mètres à 5.750 mètres devant Bath; l’estuaire 
s’élargit ensuite, en entonnoir, jusqu’à la mer du 
Nord. L’amplitude moyenne de la marée à Anvers 
est de 4 m. 29; c’est la hauteur des marées qui per-
met aux gros navires de trouver le long des quais 
un mouillage de 8 mètres à marée basse et de 12 
m. 20 à marée haute. La marée contribue aussi à 
entretenir le lit de l’Escaut: le courant de jusant, 
plus volumineux que le courant de flot, nettoie et 
balaie les passes.

[…]
L’entrée des plus gros navires ne peut pas 

s’opérer à toute marée; ils doivent attendre le mo-
ment favorable. Les conditions d’entrée sont in-
férieures à celles de Rotterdam, qui dispose d’un 
chenal presque rectiligne et sans courbes. 

L’importance des changements de niveau dus 
aux marées a rendu nécessaire, à Anvers comme 
à Londres, l’existence de deux parties distinctes 
dans le port: d’abord le port en rivière, où toutes 
les opérations de chargement et de déchargem-
ent sont soumises à la gêne de l’alternance des 
marées; ensuite, le port intérieur, formé de bassins 

commerciales qui soutiennent son trafic mari-
time; il est un graud marché de capitaux belges 
pour placements étrangers; grâce à ses entrepri-
ses financières dans l’Amérique du Sud par exem-
ple, il attire le commerce des grains et des peaux 
de ces pays.

Anvers dessert l’une des régions du monde les 
plus populeuses et les plus industrialisées; de là, 
ses importations de denrées alimentaires et de 
matières brutes: grains des pays de la mer Noire 
et des pays de la Plata, qui constituent le tiers du 
tonnage; denrées coloniales, café, cacao, thé, su-
cre, épices, riz; minerais, charbon, pétrole, bois 
du Nord, nitrates; laines d’Australie, coton des 
États-Unis, peaux d’Argentine, caoutchouc. On 
calcule qu’un tiers de ces marchandises impor-
tées est réexpédié vers la France et surtout vers 
l’Allemagne: avantage inappréciable qui épargne 
à la Belgique un tiers de ses frais généraux; mais 
avantage fort disputé, car Rotterdam lutte contre 
Anvers pour le transit des minerais et des grains. 
Quant aux exportations d’Anvers par mer, elles 
se composent essentiellement de produits ma-
nufacturés. La variété et l’intensité du travail in-
dustriel de l’arrière-pays assurent aux navires un 
tonnage abondant et régulièrement disponible, 
c’est-à-dire non saisonnier: cette importance du 
fret de sortie marque l’originalité d’Anvers par-
mi les grands ports des pays manufacturiers. Ces 
marchandises, qui affluent à Anvers pour l’expor-
tation et qui lui arrivent surtout par chemin de fer, 
viennent, pour la moitié, de pays étrangers, l’AlIe-
magne rhénane, la France avec sa région du Nord 
et l’Alsace-Lorraine: autre avantage précieux pour 
la Belgique, puisque ces transports en transit pa-
ient de grosses sommes aux chemins de fer belges 
et qu’ils multiplient, por les marchandises belges 
elles-mêmes, les facilités d’exportation.

éclusés soustraits aux oscillations journalières du 
nivenu de l’eau. La disposition du port d’Anvers 
diffère ainsi profondément de celle des ports des 
Rotterdam et de Hambourg, où, les marées étant 
beaucoup moins fortes, aucune étendue d’eau 
n’est séparée du fIeuve et soumise à un régime 
différent. Le port en rivière a vu jusqu’au début 
du XIXe siècle se dérouler toute l’activité d’Anvers; 
certains bateaux ne s’y amarrent pas au milieu du 
fleuve, comme à Rotterdam. Tous accostent aux 
quais, aménagés pour les recevoir.

[…]
Aujourd’hui comme autrefois, les Anversois in-

terviennent dans le trafic de leur port beaucoup 
moins comme armateurs que comme auxiliaires 
et intermédiaires, comme commissionnaires en 
marchandises, courtiers, entrepreneurs de tran-
sports, chargeurs de bateaux, loueurs de maga-
sins et de bureaux. 

A l’entrée, les neuf dixièmes des marchandi-
ses forment des chargements complets (céréales, 
graines, bois, minerais); elles constituent surtout 
la cargaison de navires qui ne font pas un servi-
ce régulier, que les armateurs louent chaque fois 
pour des voyages différents et qu’on appelle des 
tramps. Par contre, à la sortie, c’est par la multitu-
de et la bonne organisation des lignes régulières 
qu’Anvers impose sa supériorité. Anvers étant par 
excellence le port d’exportation d’un arrière-pays 
industriel, il lui assure ces lignes régulières qui ga-
rantissent à l’expéditeur un départ certain, dans 
un délai toujours bref. Comme il dispose non seu-
lement de la masse des produits belges, mais en-
core de l’abondance et de la variété des marchan-
dises de son arrière-pays étranger, il attire tous les 
navires étrangers en quête de cargaison ou d’un 
complément de cargaison; l’abondance du fret 
crée la certitude et la rapidité du transport. Ain-
si Anvers est fréquenté par cent quatre-vingt-dix 
lignes régulières, avec des arrivées et des départs 
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à dates fixes, desservant tous les grands ports du 
monde.

LES RELATIONS CONTINENTALES D’ANVERS

Pour ses communications intérieures, Anvers 
dispose de trois groupes de moyens de transport: 
1° le Rhin, qui le relie aux régions industrielles de 
l’Allemagne occidentale et à l’Alsace-Lorraine; 
2° les rivières et les canaux qui l’unissent avec la 
Belgique et la France par l’Escaut et la Meuse; 3° 
les chemins de fer, qui offrent dans cette partie de 
l’Europe une densité de réseau extraordinaire.
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Albert demangeon: rotterdam

[…] Rotterdam n’est pas un grand port depuis 
longtemps; à côté d’Amsterdam, le vieil entrepôt 
des richesses coloniales, il se prèsente comme un 
rival plus jeune, plus aventureux et un peu parve-
nu; sa fortune date de l’époque moderne, du der-
nier tiers du XIXe siècle; elle a son origine dans la 
création d’un accès artificiel vers la mer et le dév-
eloppement industriel de la Rhénanie allemande.

La voie d’accès de Rotterdam à la mer du Nord 
fut longtemps le chemin naturel le plus court, 
c’est-à-dire le bras de la Nouvelle Meuse, appelé 
Scheur, qui desservait aussi Maassluis et Vlaardin-
gen; mais son obstruction dès le XVIIe siècle rendit 
nécessaire l’utilisation de chemins détournés. […]

Par ces longs détours et ces faibles profondeu-
rs, Rotterdam risquait de perdre contact avec la 
mer. On pensa lui ouvrir un meilleur débouché 
lorsque de 1827 à 1831 on creusa, à travers l’île de 
Voorne, le canal profond de 5 mètres qui unit Hel-

marée haute. Grâce à cet effort puissant et conti-
nu, Rotterdam dispose d’une voie profonde vers la 
haute mer; le nombre des navires de plus de 9 m. 
50, ayant transité par le Nieuwe Waterweg passait 
de deux en 1911 à vingt-cinq en 1913 et à soixante 
et un en 1920.

Cette belle route maritime rencontre à Rotter-
dam un merveilleux réseau de communications 
intérieures: tramways zélandais, bacs à vapeur et 
bateaux à vapeur régionaux, canal de la Merwede 
vers Amsterdam, Volkerak et canal de Zuid Beve-
land vers Anvers, et surtout le Rhin, aménagé par-
tout pour une profondeur minima de 3 mètres, 
même aujourd’hui de 3 m. 20, qui permet aux cha-
lands de remonter jusqu’à Ruhrort, Mannheim et 
Strasbourg.

levoetsluis au Botlek, et à la Nouvelle Meuse; mais, 
même alors, il n’était pas rare qu’il fallût aux va-
peurs, dans les plus mauvaises conditions, cinq et 
même huit jours pour aller de Rotterdam à la mer. 
C’était pour Rotterdam une question de vie ou de 
mort de pouvoir atteindre la mer sans obstacles.

Pour rétablir cette liaison, on décida la con-
struction d’une voie artificielle directe: à travers les 
dunes de Hoek van Holland, on ouvrirait au Scheur 
un chenal libre et sans écluses, où le seul effet des 
marées maintiendrait une profondeur constante 
de 7 m. 50 à marée basse. Les travaux de ce Nieu-
we Waterweg commencèrent en 1863. Durant leur 
développement, il y eut des moments d’angoisse; 
les courants de marée se montrèrent impuissants 
à conserver la profondeur escomptée; des atter-
rissements se formèrent; on dut suspendre les 
travuax en 1877; les armateurs, désespérés, par-
laient de quitter Rotterdam pour Flessingue. Mais 
les ingénieurs trouvèrent des moyens adéquats à 
l’oeuvre gigantesque (1881). Au lieu de laisser faire 

la marée, on dragua la nouvelle rivière; on utilisa 
non seulement les vieilles dragues à godets, mais 
encore les dragues suceuses inventées par les en-
trepreneurs Volker et Bos et qui fonctionnaient 
même par mer houleuse. On finit par obtenir en 
1900 une voie magnifique de 33 kilomètres, pro-
fonde de 9 mètres au-dessous de la marée haute 
devant Rotterdam et de 10 mètres devant l’em-
bouchure, large de 350 mètres à Rotterdam et de 
700 mètres à Hoek van Holland. On n’a pas cessé 
d’améliorer ces conditions de mouillage: de 1908 à 
1915, de nouveaux travaux ont porté, sur une lar-
geur de 100 mètres, la profondeur par marée haute 
à 10 mètres sur toute la longueur du Waterweg. En 
1917, commençait une nouvelle série d’améliorat-
ions pour élever jusqu’à 12 m. 50 le mouillage de 
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Voie de mer et voies intérieures aboutissent 
aux surfaces d’eaux gui forment le port de Rotter-
dam (fig. 49). Les surfaces d’eau se répartissent en 
trois groupes: les bassins de la rive droite, les bas-
sins de la rive gauche et, entre les deux, le fleuve 
lui-même. Les bassins de la rive droite composent 
l’ancien port, celui dont les agrandissements suc-
cessifs ont marqué les étapes de la prospérité de 
la ville au XVIe et au XVIIe siècle: Blaak Haven et 
Nieawe Haven, 1577; Haringvliet, 1591; Leuveha-
ven, 1608; Wijnhaven, Scheepmakershaven, 1613. 
Actuellement la navigation maritime les a pre-
sque entièrement abandonnés; mais les bateaux 
d’intérieur y pressent leurs coques robustes aux 
couleurs bariolées; c’est le quartier pittoresque 
de la ville, dont Amicis disait qu’on y voit une im-
mense flotte emprisonnée dans une ville, ou qu’il 
donne l’idée d’une ville construite au beau mllieu 
d’un port. Ces anciennes installations ont reçu 
quelques compléments à l’époque moderne: Ve-
erhaven et Westerhaven (1850-1860), Konshaven, 
Keilehaven, Ijselhaven, Lekhaven (1912-1915), 
ainsi que plusieurs quais en rivière, Westerkade, 
Oosterkade et Wilhemskade. Mais presque tout le 
port moderne se trouve sur la rive gauche.

Une fois ouvert le Nieuwe Waterweg, il fallut 
agrandir les surfaces d’eau nécessaire aux opérat-
ions du trafic accru. On les aménagea progressi-
vement en face de Rotterdam, sur la rive gauche 
du fleuve, où s’offraient de vastes terrains. On dut 
consolider le sol des bassins, creusés dans l’argile, 
la tourbe et le sable, par des pilotis qu’on enfonça 
parfois jusqu’à 18 et 20 mètres. De l’Est à l’Ouest 
les bassins se succèdent: Koningshaven (1870), 
Binnenhaven (1879) et Spoorweghaven, Rijnha-
ven (1893) avec ses élévateurs de grains, Maasha-
ven (1905) avec son dock flottant, son enorme silo 
en béton armé pour le blé, ses hangars pour les 
grains; Waalhaven commencé en 1908 et couvrant 
310 hectares; déjà une loi d’expropriation votée 

en 1907 prévoyait à l’Ouest du Waalhaven l’achat 
d’autres terrains pour 600 hectares de nouveaux 
bassins.

A tous ces bassins bordés de quais le long de-
squels les marchandises se déchargent à terre 
ou se transbordent sur wagons, il faut ajouter le 
fleuve lui-même, immense bassin où s’accomplis-
sent les transbordements de navires de mer sur 
bateaux du fleuve. A des couples de grands pieux, 
ou «ducs d’Albe», enfoncés dans le lit du fleuve 
ou bien à des bouées ancrées sur le fond, les na-
vires de mer viennent s’amarrer; des cales de ces 
géants immobiles, à grand renfort de grues, les 
cargaisons passent dans les flancs des petits bate-
aux de rivière. Ces opérations de transbordement, 
qu’on peut voir s’accomplir aussi dans les bassins, 
constituent la fonction primordiale, personnelle 
du port de Rotterdam.

Le fleuve avec tous ses haven ne forme qu’un 
seul grand port, une unité. On n’observe pas ici, 
comme à Londres et à Anvers, les fortes amplitu-
des de marée qui rendent nécessaires les bassins 
à écluse, c’est-à-dire un véritable compartimen-
tage du port; la différence moyenne entre marée 
haute et marée basse n’atteint à Rotterdam que 
1 m. 25, si bien qu’on a pu laisser les bassins 
communiquer librement avec le fleuve; comme à 
Hambourg: de là, le va-et-vient constant de la cir-
culation à travers le port à toute heure de la jour-
née (Pl. XXXIV, B).

A quoi sert ce grand organisme maritime? Es-
sentiellement à recevoir par mer des marchandi-
ses lourdes: minerais de fer de Suède, d’Espagne 
et d’Afrique du Nord; minerais de cuivre, de zinc 
et de nickel; des grains, blé de la mer Noire et de 
l’Amériqne du Nord, mais, orge, avoine, seigle, riz; 
bois, pétrole, houille, graines oléagineuses, grais-
ses, peaux. A ces matières pondéreuses s’ajoutent 
des marchandises de prix: tabac, sucre, café, co-
ton, caoutchouc. En face de ces masses colossales 

à l’entrée, on s’étonne de la faible importance des 
sorties: coke et houille d’Allemagne, fer et acier 
bruts et demi-ouvrés, émigrants vers New York. 
Près de la moitié des navires entrés quittent le 
port sur lest et vont chercher du fret en Angleterre.

Les importations se montrent remarquable-
ment disproportionnées aux besoins des Pays-
Bas. Le quart seulement en effet reste dans le 
pays; ce sont les grains, les pétroles et les char-
bons nécessaire à la consommation néerlandaise; 
les matières premières des industries, riz pour les 
usines de Rotterdam et de Dordrecht; graisses, 
huiles et graines pour les fabriques de margari-
ne; coton pour les filatures de la Twente; denrées 
d’entrepôt destinées à être revendues au moment 
choisi, grains, tabac et surtout café. Mais, pour les 
trois quarts de ses importations, Rotterdam joue 
le rôle d’une gare de transit et de transborde-
ment; ces réexpéditions se font, avant tout, vers 
l’Allemagne par le Rhin.

Malgré les efforts des Allemands pour détourn-
er ce trafic vers leurs ports de l’Ems, de la Weser et 
de l’Elbe, ils n’ont pu ravir à Rotterdam le double 
avantge de la plus courte distance et de la puis-
sance de transport du Rhin. Halés par des remor-
queurs, les trains de chalands fluviaux remontent 
le Rhin et distribuent leurs cargaisons jusqu’à 
Ruhrort, Dusseldorf, Cologne et Manheim.

Toutes ces marchandises qu’on débarque, 
transborde et embarque représentent un tel vo-
lume qu’elles font de Rotterdam, avec Anvers et 
Hambourg, l’un des trois grands ports du conti-
nent européen.

[…]

section c

Albert Hirschman: research Project: case 
studies of instances of successful economic 
development in colombia

Objective:
Derive some general lessons for developmen-

tal policy from study of circumstances surroun-
ding concrete cases of successful economic deve-
lopment in an under-developed area.

Method:
Undertake case studies of outstandingly suc-

cessful business and cooperative ventures in Co-
lombia, centered on:
1. Personality and background of founders and 

managers.
2. Circumstances surrounding major investment 

and expansion decisions.
3. Principal factors in growth, obstacles encoun-

tered, how overcome, competitive aspects.
4. Costs, price policies, role of tariff protection.
5. Role of foreign technical assistance and finan-

cial participation.
6. Hiving, training and personnel policies.
7. Maintenance and research policies.
8. Methods of financing.

* By Albert O. Hirschman, March 8, 1954.

Albert Hirschman and George Kalmanoff: The 
market for paper and pulp in colombia

[Excerpts]

Chapter I
Summary and Principal Findings
The Present Market for Paper and Paperboard

In 1954, Colombia consumed over 80,000 me-
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tric tons of paper and paperboard as follows:
Newsprint  19,300
Other printing and writing papers  16,800
Kraft papers  17,500
Paperboard  21,600
Specialty papers   7,500
  --------------
Total  82,700

This represents a per capita consumption of 
6,8 kilograms (15,0 lbs) which is fairly low not only 
by United States and Western European stan-
dards, but also in comparison to several Latin 
American republics such as Cuba, Argentina, Chi-
le, Uruguay, and Venezuela. Colombia’s present 
per capita consumption of paper and paperboard 
is roughly comparable to the level reached of such 
Latin American countries as Peru and Brazil, and 
to such European countries as Greece, Spain, and 
Portugal. In spite of this […], Colombia is today, 
because of its sizable population, the sixth big-
gest consumer in Latin America, coming after Bra-
zil, Argentina, Mexico, Chile, and Cuba. Moreover, 
the upward trend of consumption has been one of 
the fastest in this very dynamic area. Overall con-
sumption of paper and paperboard expanded in 
Latin America and the Caribbean by 85% between 
1937 and 1954, whereas Colombian’s consump-
tion almost quadrupled during the same interval.

This experience is in line with Colombia’s par-
ticularly rapid development in the recent past [...] 
and with a number of specific factors that have 
made for more intensive use of paper. Thus, illi-
teracy, although still widespread, particularly in 
the countryside and in the small towns, has de-
creased; and the many important cities, whose 
parallel growth is one of the characteristic featu-
res of Colombia’s economy, have expanded ra-
pidly. While increasing literacy and urbanization 
have been the principal force behind the rise of 

newsprint and other printing and writing papers, 
the industrial and commercial uses of paper has 
received an important fillip from the strides that 
have been made by such “paper-intensive” indu-
stries as cement, sugar, pharmaceuticals, cigaret-
tes, and food processing. Finally, the production 
of quality paperboard in the country since 1949 by 
Cartòn de Colombia has led to a much wider use 
of paperboard products for packaging and pre-
senting merchandise, and to widespread adop-
tion of the paperboard container, previously al-
most unknown in the country, for the purpose of 
shipping merchandise.

As a result of those various factors, paper and 
paperboard are of growing importance in the 
Colombian economy. According to the 1953 in-
dustrial census, the paper and paperboard indu-
stries employed 2,053 people and printing and 
publishing 8,500. Those industries, however, are 
primarily converters and users of paper and pa-
perboard as the country is still very largely de-
pendent on imports for its requirements of pri-
mary paper and board. Thus newsprint and other 
printing and writing papers are entirely imported; 
kraft papers have been produced by Cartòn de Co-
lombia from imported pulp since 1953 and in 1955 
this rapidly expanding domestic production filled 
close to two third of domestic requirements. With 
respect of paperboard, Cartòn de Colombia has 
been producing a variety of folding and setup bo-
ard including white patent coated board for use in 
packaging and presenting merchandise as well as 
corrugating and solid fiber containerboard which 
has successfully competed with wooden boxes in 
shipping merchandise. All these products are pro-
duced by mixing imported pulp with domestically 
collected bagasse and waste paper; because of 
insufficient supplies, high cost, and inadequate 
quality of the latter item, Cartòn has lately also 
imported high quality waste paper from the Uni-
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ted States and Panama. Along with smaller fac-
tories, Cartòn also produces ordinary chipboard 
which is made entirely of waste paper. [...]

Finally all specialty papers are imported. Of 
particular significance in this group are cigarettes 
and toilet papers.

Taking into account only those items that 
could be produced in Colombia by an integrated 
pulp and paper mill, i.e. pulp, newsprint, other 
printing and writing papers, as well as the kraft 
papers and paperboard items that are still impor-
ted, it is found that the country spent in 1955 the 
sum of 46,3 million pesos, which is equivalent to 
about 18,6 million dollars1. This quantity repre-
sented dose to 3% of total Colombian imports of 
that year, bur a clear ideas of the importance of 
paper imports is gained if it is realized that they 
were higher than the imports of passenger cars 
(40 million pesos), exceeded by 50% the value of 
the agricultural tractors the country imported in 
that year and were more than four times as high 
as imports of natural rubber for Colombia’s large 
tire industry. [...]

1 By far the largest parties of  paper and board imports belongs 
to the preferential and fist categories for exchange purposes and 
is therefore eligible for the official exchange rate of  2.51 pesos 
per dollar. See the Appendix VI for information on the exchange 
control and treatment of  paper and paperboard.

The figures shown for per capita consumption 
in 1960 and 1965 make clear that these projections 
which are justified in detail in the body of this re-
port are not overly optimistic, by any means. A per 
capita consumption of 11.7 kilograms (25.7 lbs.) 
would merely lift Colombia to the level reached 
in 1954 by Venezuela and would still leave it far 
behind those presently characteristic of Argentina 
(34.3 lbs.), Chile (35.7 lbs.), Uruguay (48.4 lbs.) and 
Cuba (44.0 lbs.).

The Table shows also the volume of mechani-
cal and chemical estimated to be required in 1960 
and 1965 for the manufacture of these quantities 
of paper and paperboard. By dividing these pulp 
requirements by 300 one obtains the mill capacity 
in terms of output per day which the Colombian 
market is expected to require. [...]

The general principles on which the preceding 
projections are based are explained in a note at 
the end of this section. [...]. We have first deter-
mined he past rate of growth in the consumption 
of the four broad categories of paper and paper-
board shown above. Then, the principal factors 
which have a direct influence on paper consump-
tion are analyzed so as to permit a judgment as to 
the probable modification in the future of the past 
rate of growth. [...]

The factors that have been particularly taken 
into account in the projection of the consumption 
of newsprint and other printing and writing pa-
pers are present and perspective trends in literacy 
and urbanization. The probable demand for kraft 
paper has been built up in two parts: one resulting 
in an estimate of paper used in the production of 
multi-wall sacks, the demand of which is largely 
determined by the output of the cement and su-
gar industries, and the other for ordinary bags 
and wrapping paper for use both in industry and 
in retail trade. The estimate of consumption of 
paperboard has been made with the help of de-

The Projections
As shown in Table 1, paper and paperbo-

ard consumption, excepting specialty papers, is 
expected to rise from 76,000 metric tons in 1954 
to 122,000 metric tons in 1960 and 183,000 metric 
tons in 1965.

Table I
Paper and Paperboard Consumption (except 

specialty papers) in Colombia, 1954 actual, and 
projections and derived pulp requirements for 
1960 and 1965 (metric tons)

1954
(actual) 1960 1965

Paper and Paperboard

Newsprint 19,300 29,000 40,600

Other printing and writing 
papers 14,600 23,500 34,300

Kraft papers 17,500 25,900 37,800

Paperboad 24,800 43,500 70,100

Total 76,200 121,900 182,800

Population (in millions) 12,3 14,0 15,7

Consumption per capita 
(in kilograms) 6,2 8,7 11,7

Pulp Requirements

Chemical Pulp 58,800 103,800

Of which blanched  27,300 60,400

Mechanical Pulp 32,300 45,700

tailed information on the use of paper and board 
in the principal consuming industries, and on the 
basis of projections of these industries. The pro-
bability of more intensive use of paperboard in 
the packaging, presenting, and shipping of manu-
factures has also been taken into account, partly 
on the basis of direct knowledge of the industries 
concerned and partly through comparisons with 
available data on “paper-intensity” of the diffe-
rent branches of U.S. industry. 

The general assumptions underlying all our 
projections should be mentioned here. In the first 
place it is only the growth of the Colombian eco-
nomy and the inherent advantages of paper and 
paperboard which are responsible for the estima-
ted increase in their consumption. In other words, 
our estimates do not take into account any incre-
ase in consumption that may follow up a decre-
ase in their price relative to competing products. 
[…]. Similarly no change is assumed with respect 
to the international price of pulp and paper or to 
the foreign exchange or custom treatment of their 
imports.

The second assumption that is made throu-
ghout the study is that of “free supply”. We assu-
me, in other words, that the demand for paper 
and paperboard is not going to be inhibited by 
supply restrictions that might be caused either by 
international shortages or by Colombian balance 
of payment difficulties. In the process of determi-
ning the past trends of consumption, an attempt 
has been made to discount periods when such 
shortages or restrictions where pronounced. The 
assumption of “free supply” would be rather unre-
alistic if Colombia where not to make any further 
progress in the direction of greater self-sufficien-
cy with respect to paper and paperboard within 
the next ten years. However, since the objective of 
the present study is to ascertain the likely size of 
the Colombian market for a perspective pulp and 
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point for examining with the help of statistical 
and general economic information; the principal 
factors that are likely to have a direct influence 
on pulp and paper consumption over the years 
ahead. The identification of these factors and 
their analysis in such a manner as to make then 
yield quantitative conclusions applicable to the 
projection problem at hand, is the central task of 
the investigator and the one in which he has to di-
splay his statistical ingenuity and his knowledge 
of economic interrelations.

c) - The projection
Once the two previous tasks are accomplished, 

all the basic material is assembled to make the 
projection itself. Since a series of factors, some-
times working in opposite directions, will have 
been analyzed and must be taken into account, 
this projection will not be a matter of statistical 
mechanics, but will imply the use of qualitative 
judgment on the part of the investigator. Such a 
projection is therefore a risky affair. Some rese-
archers try to diminish the risk by predicting a 
range of value for future demand with an upper 
and lower limit, rather than a series of single va-
lues for each future year. In our opinion, the use 
of the range […] is justified only when the upper 
and lower limits of the estimate correspond to 
specific, meaningful assumptions about some of 
the factors influencing demand which have been 
considered. [...] to make a projection and then to 
define a range by adding and deducting, say, 20% 
from the calculated figure, is a rather meaningless 
procedure. It is better to let the reader decide for 
himself what degree of reliability he wishes to at-
tach to our estimation, once he has acquainted 
himself with all the evidence we present. [...]

paper industry to be built in the country, the assu-
mption of “free supply” is fully justified.

Note on Projection Method
Like any prediction, the projection of future 

demand is a hazardous matter. The economist 
does not possess the key to the future more than 
any other else. All he has at his disposal are cer-
tain methods and tools which allow him to make 
estimates in which one may have more or less 
confidence depending upon the amount and qua-
lity of research and judgment which have gone 
into them. From this point of view, it is possible to 
distinguish among the following methods of de-
mand projections:

1) - Simple Extrapolation
This method which is still the one in most com-

mon use, limits itself to ascertaining the past trend 
of consumption and to estimating future demand 
by assuming that the rate of growth experienced 
during the recent past will continue to hold in the 
immediate future. This method obviously is a very 
crude one; although our estimate for the future 
must necessarily be based on past performance, 
one may easily go very wrong by assuming that 
demand in any individual sector of the economy 
will continue to expand at the same pace it has 
exhibited in the past, regardless of possible new 
developments within the sector and elsewhere in 
the economy.

2) - Relation to National Income
A somewhat more sophisticated and lately qui-

te popular method of projecting demand consists 
of observing and measuring the relation between 
the growth of consumption, say, of paper, and 
the growth in national income or gross national 
product. This observation yields what is known 

as the “income elasticity of demand for paper” 
an expression that tell us how big a percentage 
growth in paper consumption has, in the past, ac-
complished a given percentage growth in national 
income. Then, instead, of projecting demand for 
paper directly, one makes a plausible estimate of 
future course of national income and, by using the 
income-elasticity observed in the past, one deri-
ves indirectly the future consumption of paper. 
[…]

This method is often used in market studies 
involving important sectors of the national eco-
nomy as it permits making various estimates of 
the future course of demand in these sectors de-
pending on the consumption with respect to the 
overall growth of the economy. However, it is still 
a short-cut method. Instead to delving into the 
many specific situations that condition the further 
growth of the market for the product he is dealing 
with, the investigator puts his conscience to rest 
by assuming conveniently that all these factors 
can be lamped together by using such aggregates 
as national income, gross national product, etc.

This criticism of the method is not to deny its 
usefulness under certain circumstances, espe-
cially when there is little time available to make 
a more detailed study or when a market study has 
to be made simultaneously for many countries. 
Thus the method was used by the Economic Com-
mission for Latin America in 1954 to make esti-
mates of pulp and paper consumption for the 20 
Latin American republics; in the survey of possible 
export markets far any future excess of Colombian 
pulp and paper production over domestic requi-
rements, Chapter VIII of this study makes use of 
these estimates.

3) - Detailed demand Analysis
Any thorough examination of future demand 

of such products as pulp and paper must take into 

account the likely development of the numerous 
factors which determine demand. It must search 
for specific causal relationships rather than be sa-
tisfied with very general ones. For instance, whi-
le there is no doubt that some correlation can be 
established between growth of national income 
and growth of newsprint consumption, the later 
is much more directly dependent on literacy and 
urbanization. Similarly, our estimates of the futu-
re demand of kraft paper will be more trustwor-
thy if to relate it not only to the probable growth 
of industrial production in general, but to that of 
major industrial paper consumers as the cement 
and sugar mills. Accordingly the method followed 
in the present study consists of the following steps 
for each of the major categories of paper and pa-
perboard.

a) - Analysis of consumption in the past
Total consumption is equal to domestic pro-

duction plus imports minus exports minus any 
increase in inventories (or plus any increase in 
inventories). For the purposes of our study and 
excepting the small output of a few shipboard ma-
nufacturers, consumption of basic paper and bo-
ard products is equal to imports plus production 
of Cartòn de Colombia. In the case of newsprint 
and other printing and writing papers, consump-
tion can be derived from imports; only […].

b) - Examination of relevant factors for 
projecting demand

The establishment of past trends of consu-
mption is a valuable guidepost for the next task. 
Instead of asking: How big an increase in consu-
mption will there be over the next 10 years? It is 
possible to ask: Will the rate of increase in consu-
mption over the next 10 years be higher or lower 
or the same as the one observed for the past and 
for what reasons? This question is a good starting 
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Chapter III
Kraft and other Coarse Paper
Past Trends and the Present Market

At present Colombia consumes about 17,000 
tons of kraft and other wrapping paper, compared 
to the level of about 8,000 tons in the immediate 
postwar years. […] Except for the war years, when 
the imports were restricted because of scarcities 
of supply, the long-term trend, over the past three 
decades, which is indicated in Chart 2, shows 
similar rate of increase, i.e. slightly more than 
doubling every ten years, with an annual rate of 
growth of 7.6%.

Consumption requirements were met entirely 
by imports until 1953. When Cartòn de Colombia 
started the production of kraft paper, made enti-
rely from imported pulp. Production of kraft pa-
per by Cartòn de Colombia increased rapidly, and 
resulted in a sharp decline of imports in 1955, de-
spite the fact that such paper can be purchased at 
the official exchange rate of 2.51 pesos per dollar 
and that the level of exchange taxes and import 
duties is moderate (see Appendix VI). Production 
in 1956 amounted to some 11,000 tons, or about 
two-thirds of total consumption of kraft and other 
wrapping paper combined.
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postwar years, but have not shown a clear trend 
since that period.

The displacement of other packing materials 
by containerboard in Colombia during the last de-
cade is illustrated by the […] data from the two 
Industrial Censuses of 1944-1945 […] and 1953 
which show the amount of cardboard and wo-
oden containers used by industry in the two pe-
riods. […] While there was a sevenfold increase in 
the use of cardboard containers, there was only a 
50% increase in wooden containers […].

Appendix VI

Exchange and Import Treatment of Machinery 
and Selected Row Materials for the Paper Indu-
stry, and of Principal Paper and Board Items, Pri-
mary and Converted.

[…] The exchange system now in effect con-
sists of two markets: an official market through 
which purchases of exchange may be made at the 
fixed rate of 2.51 pesos per dollar, and a free mar-
ket where exchange is purchased at a fluctuating 
rate, which is now at a level of about 4.70 pesos 
per dollar. Goods are classified for import purpo-
ses into six groups on the basis of “essentiality”, 
with differential exchange taxes and prior deposit 
requirements applying to each. Goods in the two 
most favored categories (preferential and 1) may 
be imported at the official rate of exchange, while 
exchange for all others must be purchased in the 
free market. […] The effective exchange rate that 
results for each [group is] […] ranging from 2.59 
pesos per dollar to 7.21 pesos per dollar.

This exchange system is now the principal 

The major use by far of kraft paper in Colombia 
is in the manufacture of multi-wall shipping sacks, 
principally for cement and sugar. In 1955 approxi-
mately 8,500 tons of kraft papers were used for this 
purpose, accounting for more than half of total 
consumption of kraft and other wrapping paper. 
Local production of multi-wall sacks is accounted 
for entirely by two firms Companìa Colombiana 
de Empaques Datos and Cartòn de Colombia. Em-
paques Datos has been in production since 1934. 
Imports of these sacks have been eliminated since 
the imposition of a highly protective duty in 1943. 
Cartòn de Colombia started production in 1951. 
As is shown in the Chart, there has been a very 
sharp increase in the use of multi-wall sacks over 
the past decade; the kraft paper used in them has 
risen from the level of somewhat less than 2,000 
tons in the immediate postwar years to the 9,500 
tons used in 1955.

Cement and sugar combined account for 90% 
to 95% of total use of multi-wall shipping sacks, 
and the small balance goes into the packing of a 
variety of products including rice, flour, fertilizers, 
and chemicals. The major competition has been 
for the use of cotton and hard fiber (fique) bags. 
Multi-wall bags have made sharp inwards into the 
market for cotton bags (use of cotton bags in indu-
stry declined from 2.4 million units in 1944-1945 
to 1.7 million in 1953), but for several reasons they 
are not likely to replace fique bags in the packing 
of Colombia’s coffee crop (among the reason are: 
the need for the coffee to been to “breathe”, the 
need to be able to sample the coffee without da-
mage to the bag, and the fact that fique holds a 
position of importance as a cash and anti-erosion 
crop on marginal lands in the country’s agricultu-
ral economy). […]

Relevant Demand Factors and the Projection 

The projection of demand for kraft and other 
wrapping paper is best made separately for mul-
ti-wall shipping sacks on the one hand and for wrap-
ping and big paper on the other, since the distinction 
between these two uses can be sharply drown. […]

Chapter IV
Paperboard (Container, Folding, and Other 
Board)
Past Trends and Size of the Present Market

The consumption of paperboard in Colombia, 
largely for shipping, packaging, and presenting 
merchandise, now amounts to about 27,000 me-
tric tons. This represents a substantial increase 
over the level of consumption of about 7,000 ton 
that prevailed in the immediate postwar years. 
The trend of increase in consumption drawn in 
Chart 3, which shows a quadrupling in the last 
ten years, represents an annual rate of increase of 
16%. The initiation of production in 1949 by Car-
tòn de Colombia has been particularly responsi-
ble for this sharp increase in consumption of pa-
perboard. […]

The output of Cartòn de Colombia, amounting 
to 16,000 tons in 1955, meets about 80% of total 
domestic production. Cartòn de Colombia makes 
a wide variety of products including principally 
chipboard, corrugated and solid fiber container-
board, and folding […] carton. As raw materials 
it uses imported bleached and unbleached pulp, 
domestically collected and imported waste pa-
per, and bagasse. In addition to the production of 
Cartòn de Colombia, slightly more than 200 tons 
a month, entirely shipboard made from waste 
paper, are locally produced by four small plants. 
[…] The balance is made up of imports, which re-
ached a level of about 5,000 tons in the immediate 
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instrument of protection of domestic industry 
against competition from imports, although it 
was developed primary as a means of achieving 
equilibrium of the balance of international pay-
ments. The import tariff, which was revised in 
1950, is now only a secondary instrument of pro-
tection. […]

Machinery, waste paper and pulp are accorded 
exchange at the official rate and level of import 
duties is low.

Among cultural papers, newsprint is in the of-
ficial exchange market provided prior approval 
for the import is obtained from the governmental 
press office, the Empresa National de Publica-
ciones, otherwise imports can be effected only 
through the free market, at an effective rate of 
5.45 pesos per dollar.

Newsprint is free of import duties. Other prin-
ting and writing papers, when in a form involving 
some other processing (e.g. cutting), are also in 
the official exchange market and have a modera-
te level of duties amounting to 20%-30% of their 
value. Special papers and finished products, on 
the other hand, are in the free exchange market 
with an effective exchange rate ranging up to 7.21 
pesos per dollar and with import duties ranging 
up to 50%.

Kraft and wrapping papers are generally in the 
official exchange market, with a moderate level of 
duties. Protection, on the other hand, is given to 
local bag and sack manufacture by having those 
items subject to free market exchange at the ef-
fective rate off 6.71 pesos per dollar, although du-
ties are also moderate.

Unprocessed paperboard items are still in part 
in the official exchange market, with a modera-
te level of duties, but several of the grades that 
are produced in the country such as chipboard, 
duplex and corrugated are protected by virtus of 
being in exchange group 2 (special) or 3 (effecti-

ve exchange rate of 4.95 and 8.71 respectively). 
The importation of board containers has been 
prohibited since February 1955; prior to the prohi-
bition, the level of duties was high, ranging from 
60% to 100%.

Albert Hirschman: the impact of secondary on 
primary production 

A further criterion for investment planning can 
be derived from an observation of the working of 
economic progress in underdeveloped countries. 
In spite of the apparently common sense advice 
to the effect that these countries should start by 
developing industries based on their own primary 
production, they have often industrialized heavily 
on the basis of imported materials. Three princi-
pal industries in Colombia, for instance, textiles, 
beer, and tires, relied initially entirely on impor-
ted cotton, barely, and rubber. In due course, the 
Colombian economy has made an effort to supply 
these raw materials and at present self-sufficien-
cy is being achieved in barely and cotton and the 
beginning of rubber production on a plantation 
basis is also being made.

This type of seemingly inverted development, 
from secondary to primary production – which 
finds a counterpart in the often noted movement 
of capital accumulated in trade toward industry 
and from there to agriculture – is in reality qui-
te natural: all manufacturing in underdeveloped 
countries starts out as an isolated daring venture 
in what is held to be a hostile environment. The 
entrepreneur, no matter whether he is a national 
of the country or a foreigner, is fully aware of this 
situation and wishes the least possible contact 
and integration with, and dependence on, the 
local economy – excepting, of course, the local 
consumers of his products. Because of the inade-
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quacy or outright absence of “social overhead ca-
pital”, he has to supply his own water and electric 
power, he has to train his workers, must install his 
own machine and repair shops, retail outlets, etc., 
etc.

Thus for a long time there prevails a general 
climate in which nobody can, or feels he can, rely 
on anybody else. This often results in difficulties 
for the growth of enterprises since the director is 
loath to delegate authority to subordinates. But 
it makes even more powerfully for large-scale in-
tegrated operations since obviously one can rely 
least of all on outsiders. For this reason, industrial 
operations based on local materials are generally 
undertaken only – at least in the first stages of de-
velopment – where the production or extraction 
of these materials and their transformation are 
combined under the same management, as is 
usually the case in refining of ores and of sugarca-
ne, in the production of cement and bricks, etc. An 
equivalent solution of this raw material problem 
exists when a safe, dependable foreign source of 
supply is available. 

The difficulty about starting an industry whose 
raw material can only be supplied by many local, 
independent primary producers is that usually 
the primary product lacks the quality and unifor-
mity necessary for industrial operations, and that 
its supply is unreliable and ordinarily insufficient. 
But this situation can be remedied once an indu-
stry is established, for then the local producer will 
make a determined effort to take advantage of the 
availability of an assured market by satisfying the 
industry’s requirements. When the manufactu-
rer on his part finds that the domestic product is 
as good as the imported one, he is likely to lose 
his original “domophobia,” and if he does not, a 
few governmental measures (import duties, com-
pulsory admixture of locally grown materials) 
are likely to help. The end result of this process 

– which could never have taken place the other, 
“normal” way round, that is, by starting with the 
primary production – is considerable productive 
progress throughout the economy of the develo-
ping country.

Here we have then another criterion useful in 
the planning of investment projects and proces-
ses: to achieve balanced progress in agriculture 
and industry it may often be best to promote first 
industries and particularly those industries whi-
ch, while relying initially on imported materials, 
are potential mass buyers of potential domestic 
crops. Special precautions are necessary, on the 
other hand, in planning industries that have to 
rely entirely on independently produced dome-
stic materials without disposing of the safety val-
ve represented by imports. It is probably because 
of the difficulty of adapting and expanding dome-
stic primary production for industrial operations 
simultaneously with the setting up of the indu-
stry, that there has thus far been in Colombia so 
little development of food processing industries, 
for example, canning of vegetables and tropical 
fruits, which at first sight would seem ideally su-
ited to the country.
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2.2. Ursula and Albert Hirschman on 
Germany. A note by Luca Meldolesi

1- Among the many wrongs caused by Mussoli-
ni’s 1938 racial laws was the definitive breakup of 
the Hirschmann family, which (in part) had gathe-
red in Trieste around Ursula and Eugenio Colorni. 

It is well-known that Eugenio was jailed and 
then confined on the island of Ventotene. Otto Al-
bert Hirschmann, on the other hand, managed to 
escape to France, where he enlisted in the Fren-
ch army to help fight Hitler’s invasion and then 
worked in Varian Fry’s group in support of fleeing 
intellectuals before emigrating to the United Sta-
tes1 His sisters, Ursula and Eva, remained in Italy. 
Ursula, first with Eugenio Colorni and later with 
Altiero Spinelli, totally committed herself to an-
ti-fascist and federalist activities. At its inception 
she was considered the “number 2” of the Italian 
Federalist Movement and she became secretary 
of the Roman section of the European Federalist 
Movement. In 1975, she founded the “Femmes 
pour l’Europe” movement in Brussels.2 It was Eva, 
an expert in fine arts and later a librarian, who 
always took on the balancing and connecting role 
within the family.

The dramatic ordeal that had overtaken them 
and the various activities they were involved in 
long kept the three siblings far from Germany, 
but in different ways. Ursula returned to Berlin a 
number of times during the ‘50s and ‘60s3 and, 

1 Where, as is well known, he changed his name to Albert O. 
Hirschman and became an American citizen.

2 At the end of  1975 Ursula was stricken with a severe cerebral 
hemorrhage which prevented her from continuing with the Remem-
brance. She died in 1991.

3 “I went back to Berlin from time to time.” she wrote. “The first 
time was in 1950, for the First Cultural Freedom Congress, and 
then several times after that. Every time, I felt the double regret of  

starting in 1957, began to write some of the notes 
filled with childhood memories that became part 
of “Berlin, Berlin, Berlin...”, the first chapter of her 
Unfinished Remembrance – the manuscript, origi-
nally part in Italian and part in German,4 that was 
the basis of her book Noi senzapatria (Il Mulino, 
1993)5.

Ursula identified Berlin with Germany. “By an 
odd replacement,” she writes, “Berlin had beco-
me our great mother. I don’t know how else to 
express the love that bound us to this city. After 
summer holidays in Europe’s most elegant places, 
returning to the great black edifice and round ar-
ches of the Anhalter Bahnhof was a heartrending 
homecoming celebration. And even now I dream 
of the slow braking of the train that solemnized 
the long-awaited gratification of my yearning”.

In order to renew contact with her past, Ursula 
felt the need to take back, in a way, the settings of 
her Berlin childhood – a neighbourhood at a time, 
avenue by avenue, street by street, even house by 
house – where a certain shop had been, where so-
and-so had lived, etc. “I need to find everything” 
she writes at a certain point. She finds many chan-
ges (not always for the better) from what she re-
membered, and tries to capture the meaning of 
the new reality – on both sides of the Wall. And it 
is with this rediscovery of Berlin as a starting point 
that she writes a diary entry that I find illumina-
ting. 

On 10 June 1967 she attends a conference at 
the university “on the Vietnam situation”.

not finding many once-beloved things and finding many new things 
instead; with a consuming love for our city, mine and my brother’s”.

4 The copy I have, given to me personally by Albert Hirschman, 
is in Italian.

5 As his final intellectual endeavor, Albert, by then gravely ill, 
set about translating this book into English, but was unable to 
complete the task.
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“The hall,” she writes, “is completely full and 
there are students standing even in the corridors. 
The atmosphere is tense because the young peo-
ple are under the shadow of the serious clashes 
between students and police during the recent vi-
sit of the Shah [of Iran]. The taxi driver who brou-
ght me repeated the usual version: the students 
make trouble instead of studying, they’re living 
off our taxes, what happened to them is good for 
them because they are all led by the East. Are our 
police supposed to just stand by while they throw 
rocks at them?” It’s the standard view and in the 
diary it crops up again at the end of this “special 
day”. 

“At dinner,” she writes, “we are with friends in 
Grunewald. He is a professor of political scien-
ce, she is a biologist, both are members of the 
Social Democrat Party. I ask their opinion about 
what’s happening at the university. They glance 
apprehensively at their son who, filial obedience 
apparently still intact, concentrates on his table 
manners. His parents give a brusque negative an-
swer, not unlike the taxi driver’s. Only a few years 
ago they were students themselves, deeply af-
fected at the time by the Nazi barbarity revealed 
to the world after 1945. They believe that today 
democracy has been leased once and for all by the 
Federal Republic of Germany. And they live, as did 
their parents before them, for music and travel as 
well as for the rigorous pursuit of their professio-
nal careers. The remaining conversation is cold 
and embarrassed”.

2- I find this episode interesting because (to 
borrow a term from economics) it points to the 
existence of a “life cycle” in the behavior of the 
different German generations. Their hosts’ paren-
ts devoted themselves to music, travel, and their 
profession. So do these Grunewald friends, now 
that they have registered their protest against 

Nazi barbarism. Will the same thing happen – you 
have to wonder – also to the students who (in 
1967) took a stand against the Vietnam war?

It is nevertheless clear that these successive 
rebellions have an important role in the gradual 
socio-political transformation of Germany. They 
help us understand, as Polanyi might say, the evo-
lution of German historical and social formation. 
They bring to us the most intimate sense of the 
tragedies endured (think of the numerous mini-
malist markers of the persecution of the Jews 
that exist today in Berlin6) and also of the need 
for freedom and participation that unfortunately 
struggles to establish itself. Because every time 
there is a decline in collective movements, social 
life seems to go back to running on the same old 
tracks. All the more reason to cultivate, in oppo-
sition, a line of continuity linking these pressures 
for change.

And in fact, on closer inspection, a second 
common thread emerges on Ursula’s remarkable 
page from the university conference.

“I look at the students,” she writes, “their faces 
open, attentive, serious. A professor from MIT is 
talking about the situation in Vietnam with that 
precise, uniquely American awareness of power 
relations and that icy indifference to ideological 
problems that strikes us in Europe as a provoca-
tion. The students are getting restless, they write 
down a few points and smile derisively when the 
professor speaks of the political impatience com-
mon to hawks as well as doves, but which is out 
of place for a world power like the United States”.

At this point a new player takes the field. “My 
eyes”, Ursula continues, “move to the president of 
the meeting, Richard Löwenthal […] He stands up 
and begins carefully but firmly to initiate a con-

6  Cf. Lepenies 2006, p. 208.

frontation between the speaker and his audience. 
He asks the American professor if before starting 
the discussion he would devote a bit of attention 
to questions about the meaning of the Vietnam 
war and the reasons for it. There is a burst of re-
lieved applause from the students and a moment 
of hesitant reflection on the part of the professor, 
the expert on strategy issues”. 

This brings up the question of continuity rai-
sed earlier. “There is nothing demagogic about 
Löwenthal’s identifying with the feelings of the 
students. His face is furrowed with worry and 
concern, his subsequent guidance of the debate 
free of pedagogical tricks. […] The students listen 
to him because in his meditations they hear the 
rationalization for an entire life of political invol-
vement. And Löwenthal loves them protectively, 
like an elder who wishes spare them the false al-
liances and the abandonment without a struggle 
that were the fate of leftist youth in 1933. This con-
cern allows him to recognize in them the positive 
aspects of precisely those qualities that most ir-
ritate his generation: their impatience, the intole-
rance for conformity that pervades the left, their 
distrust of “the establishment”. 

All this enables Ursula to make an extraor-
dinary connection. “My thoughts go back down 
the years”, she writes. “I see before me Richard 
Löwenthal about 35 years ago in the Belle-Allian-
cestrasse neighbourhood, during a conference 
run by Otto Bauer [...]. A few years later, just after 
Hitler took power, during the general confusion of 
ideas, a leaflet circulates among the surviving so-
cial-democratic groups. It is called ‘Neu Beginnen’ 
(new beginning) or simply ‘Miles’s leaflet’, from 
the author’s pseudonym. It is a call to unite, to 
rethink fascism and socialism as well as alliances 
and forms of protest. Many of us read it, a compa-
nion sees my enthusiasm for its ideas and reveals 
that he is a militant activist in the group; he leads 

me […] on a tortuous zigzag through the streets of 
a working-class neighbourhood until I am utterly 
disoriented, explaining that this is one of the cau-
tionary procedures our illegal position requires. 
Later, four or five of us sit in a bare room and di-
scuss the possibility of resuming political action. 
[…] Even though the new group meets regularly, 
the only member I know is the companion from 
my own group. Only many years later do I discover 
that he, Richard Löwenthal, was Miles.

3- As is well known, it was in fact the con-
nection made by Ursula with “Neu Beginnen” 
(to which Willy Brandt also belonged) that sub-
sequently allowed Albert to resume contact 
with the group and play a leading role in the mi-
nor heroics of the Marseilles group in support of 
escaping intellectuals headed by Varian Fry7. 

In any case, despite the close personal con-
nection that always existed between Ursula and 
Albert, their attitudes toward Germany were quite 
different, sometimes in direct opposition. Thus, in 
the postwar period, Ursula tried to re-activate her 
umbilical connection with Berlin; she fought to 
keep alive the relationship with her mother-ton-
gue, teaching it to her daughters. Albert, on 
the other hand, went through a period of exile 
from Germany which amounted to an outright 
rejection. As is well known, he married Sarah Cha-
piro and started a family in the United States. He 
enlisted in the American armed forces and took 
part in the liberation of Italy. As an official with the 
Federal Reserve, he worked on the Marshall Plan. 
He spent four and a half years in Colombia as a 
government adviser and then private consultant, 
after which he established himself in the Ameri-
can academic firmament, eventually becoming 

7 Hirschman 1993, Adelman 2013, Ch. 5.
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professor of social science at the Institute for Ad-
vanced Study at Princeton. For many years he re-
fused to return to Berlin or speak German, even 
with his sisters in Rome8. He preferred to live out 
his personal stateless role in isolation, with a tou-
ch of bitter irony… 

On the other hand, Hirschman was convinced 
right from the beginning of the cold war that only 
the defeat of the USSR could reopen the game: 
he had argued as much in private, heading (just 
this once) for a collision with his sister Ursula who, 
emotional by nature, had accused him of turning 
into a warmonger and conformist9. 

But in 1974 Albert agreed to go with Ursula to 
Berlin, and here we run into another of his many 
“half-truths”10. “My brother”, Ursula writes on 
May 11th, “says – and he will repeat it again and 
again – that he never had any ‘opportunity’ to 
go to Berlin. So I was right in thinking he doesn’t 
want to talk about it, because the fact is he never 
had any intention of going back. He has travel-
led everywhere in the last 20 years and he could 
have passed through Berlin anytime. Why would 
he claim that he never had the opportunity?”. The 
reason – I would suggest – is that when he didn’t 
think he ought to get involved in a certain topic, 
Albert would fall back on a formulation that pre-
vented the other person from pursuing it. As Ur-
sula notes on 15 May, “He is heavily engaged in 
the arduous workings of his own thoughts”; and 
understandably – I would add – he would tend to 
reshape everything else to fit in with this effort… 

It is also true that his acceptance of Ursula’s in-
vitation was in itself a meaningful sign of change. 
In his new position at Princeton Albert had joined 

8 Testimony of  Renata Colorni (June 2016).

9 Adelman 2013, p. 257.

10 Hirschman 1986, p. 4-5.

Clifford Geertz heading a “School” that each year 
hosted around twenty young visiting professors, 
Germans included, where they raised the banner 
of Interpretative Social Science (whose German 
side, moreover, was of particular interest to Cliff). 
Finally, it was in 1974 in Germany that Albert pu-
blished the German translation of Exit, Voice, and 
Loyalty, under the title Abwanderung und Wider-
spruch (Emigration and Protest). This included a 
new preface in which he acknowledged that a leit-
motif of his reasoning, the idea that exile weakens 
the voice, rests in the last analysis on his sense 
of remorse at having abandoned Berlin’s Jewish 
community in 193311

4- And so it happens that in the second half of 
the 1970s Albert experiences a slow “thaw”. He is 
aided in this process by two German intellectuals, 
Wolfgang Lepenies and Claus Offe. Lepenies, with 
his wife Annette, spent three years at the Institute 
(he was in line for a faculty position at the School 
of Social Science but then had to give it up). Offe, 
with his wife Sabine, was an annual fellow at the 
School. Albert and Sarah Hirschman’s friendship 
with these two couples became in time a collabo-
ration.

In 1980 the Hirschmans went to visit the Offes 
in Bielefeld. “Claus took them for a drive. Albert 
gazed out from the passenger seat chirping like a 
child in a German language that reminded Claus 

11 “A large part of  the book – he wrote in German in 1974 (and 
quoted it in English in 1981, p. 304-5) centers on the concern that 
exit of  the potentially most powerful carriers of  voice prevents 
the more forceful stand against decline that might otherwise be 
possible. This situation is not altogether unrelated to the fate of  
the Jews who were still in Germany after 1939. Most of  the young 
and vigorous ones, like myself, got out in the early years after 
Hitler took over, leaving a gravely weakened community behind. 
Of  course, the possibilities of  any effective voice were zero inthe 
circumstances of  those years no matter who left and who stayed. 
Nevertheless, the real fountainhead of  the book may well lie in 
some carefully repressed guilt feelings that, even though absurd 
from the point of  view of  any rational calculus, are simply there”.
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of his grandparents. It was a kind of ‘linguistic ar-
cheology’, recalled Offe. Hirschman’s tongue had 
been frozen in time, fluent in the anachronisms of 
a bygone world. Offe also noted a shift. Unlike his 
English voice, which was notably reticent, often 
mumbling, the returnee was lyrical, enthusiastic 
and talkative – as if a different language brought 
forth a different persona”12.

Ten years later, immediately after the “divine 
surprise”13 of the fall of the Berlin Wall, Albert and 
Sarah decided to move to the Wissenschaftskolleg 
for the academic year 1990-1.“At first glance,” Wolf 
Lepenies14 maintained, “he did not seem emo-
tionally overwhelmed by his return. Emotions, 
however, came back when the four of us [Sarah, 
Albert, Annette and Wolf] went to the opera. I will 
not forget the expression on Albert’s face while 
he listened to Fidelio, Beethoven’s masterpiece 
in which compassion plays a major role – and the 
yearning for freedom for which Albert himself had 
fought so bravely in so many places in his youth”. 
Thus Hirschman begins his new German adventu-
re, which will in the end prove decisive not only 
in elevating (and “registering”) his magnus opus 
through self-subversion, but also in further ad-
vancing its positive cultural influence in Germany 
(and Europe).

5- In fact, although supporting the gradual con-
struction of Europe (the one we know; the one that 
began with the six countries of Western Europe), it 
is likely that in his heart he considered it far from 

12 Adelman 2013, p. 617 e 618.

13 “The very fact that [those events] came as a total surprise 
to both spectators and actors - a typical ‘understatement’ of  
Hirschman (1995a, p. 10) - suggests that our capacity to com-
prehend large-scale political and social change remains utterly 
underdeveloped”.

14 Cfr. AA.VV. 2013, p. 23.

complete. The enthusiasm (expressed, typically, in 
few words) with which he spoke to Nicoletta Stame 
and me about Europe’s prospects after the fall of 
the Berlin Wall says a lot about what he had in mind 
for the future of Europe.

But here we arrive at the point. The well-known 
“essay in conceptual history” that Albert wrote (ori-
ginally in German) at this juncture, “Exit, Voice and 
the Fate of the German Democratic Republic”, con-
tains among other things a final page that concerns 
us15.“The 1989 upheaval in the GDR represents a re-
versal of a movement that has been held to be cha-
racteristic – disastrously characteristic – of German 
history. A great deal has been written about the pro-
pensity of Germans in various historical circumstan-
ces to retreat from the public domain to the strictly 
private – to the famous (or infamous) Innerlichkeit. 
This movement is supposed to have come all too 
easily to Germans, particularly when they were con-
fronted with distasteful and repugnant events in 
the public domain. The idea, often traced to Luther, 
that the inner, private sphere is something infini-
tely precious, pristine and inviolable may indeed 
have undercut the emergence of the public citizen 
who assumes responsibility for the political life of 
his or her community. From this point of view, the 
story that has been told here provides a welcome 
counterpoint: it essentially chronicles how many 
East Germans found the road back from exit and 
apathy to voice, from withdrawal and purely private 
reaction to public action. However unintended this 
movement was initially, it became nevertheless a 
powerful and successful citizen movement. Thus it 
stands in contrast to the many failed revolutions as 
well as failures to resist tyranny that have marked 
German history since the Reformation”.

Here we begin to suspect that the interest of 

15 Hirschman 1995a, p. 41-2.

the essay is not only in the interpretation of events 
and the testing (and enrichment) of the theory: ine-
vitably, a need for policy begins to peep out in the 
guise of an evaluation of the final outcome of 1989 
– a “happy ending” of great historical significance. 
And not only that. By overturning “a movement that 
was considered characteristic (disastrously cha-
racteristic) of German history”, the actual outcome 
undoubtedly acquires greater value and opens fur-
ther prospects16

But it is often the case that the ascending pha-
ses of movements generate in both participants 
and observers an exaggerated estimation of the 
changes that are possible17(just as the ebbing or 
stagnant phases cause their underestimation). So 
it is that more than a quarter-century after the fall 
of the Berlin Wall we find ourselves once again fa-
cing the problems of the evolution of German hi-
storical and social formation discussed above, be-
ginning with Ursula’s 1967 diary page. If I am not 
mistaken, it is these same unresolved problems 
that, in spite of all the efforts made, unfortunately 
weigh heavily on the present difficult moment in 
European development...

           

16 This does not mean, however, that Albert cultivated vain 
illusions about the future – indeed, he stated (at the Evenement 
du Jeudi of  25 May 1995) that it was absolutely essential that 
Europe continue on its path toward enlargement and that it keep 
Germany very close (addossée). It was also too bad – he added on 
the same occasion – that a sufficiently strong cultural feeling had 
not developed among the citizens of  Europe. Too much emphasis 
– he concluded – had been given to the economic aspects on the 
assumption that the rest would come by itself. It seems clear that, 
before the ruinous fall in the mountains that unfortunately hap-
pened a short time later, Hirschman probably thought he could 
(at least partly) transfer his work to Berlin in order to contribute 
to the reduction of  the dangerous European cultural deficit that 
continues to plague us even now.

17 This is the impression I had rereading the conclusions of  my 
work on this text (2014, Ch. 1, especially pp. 44-6)
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Judith tendler, a note by Nicoletta 
stame

Judith Tendler passed away on July 25th, 2016. 
Judith was part of the group of scholars that we 
want to honor in this dossier.

She was the only student of Albert’s that he 
explicitly recognized; he said of her that she “has 
used some of my ideas in a remarkably creative 
fashion and in general has an intellectual affini-
ty with my way of thinking” (letter to Robert Pic-
ciotto, 14.10.1985). For her part, Judith said that 
Albert had taught her “to look where (she) would 
never have looked before for insight of a country’s 
development”, and that in his work a “patient 
enough” researcher “will find a rich complexity 
of both success and failure, efficiency alongside 
incompetence, order combining with disorder” 
(1968, p. xi). 

I first met Judith in 1990. I was getting inte-
rested in the evaluation of public programs and 
I was looking for approaches to evaluation that 
differed from those of the mainstream. It was Al-
bert who suggested that I meet Judith once when 
I was going to Cambridge. I found her very busy 
in her office, and was only able to tell her why I 
was looking for her. But then she invited me to her 
home and showed me an enormous number of 
typescripts of evaluations of projects, studies on 
International administrations, and guidelines for 
practitioners. I took as many as I thought I could 
fit in my suitcase. At home, I discovered the effort 
had been more than worthwhile: there was so 
much theoretical and practical wisdom in those 
papers! It was with difficulty that I selected only a 
few for a book that I then edited in Italy (“Progetti 
ed effetti”, Napoli, Liguori, 1992) which is still con-
sidered a milestone within the Italian evaluation 

community.

After that we developed a close friendship 
and partnership. In 1994, Judith came to Naples 
to give a cycle of four talks, “Toward a Model of 
Good Governance”, as part of a series of conferen-
ces that had also hosted Albert and other colle-
agues of the present Institute (see Dossier n. 1). 
Some of Luca Meldolesi’s students (now among 
the “Improbables”) attended the Special Program 
for Urban and Regional Studies at MIT, often joi-
ning Judith’s program of research on successful 
projects in North-Eastern Brazil, which led them 
to do field-work in Cearà. Some of them later be-
came development workers, both in Italy and in 
international organizations like the WB, and still 
consider themselves inspired by Hirschman-Ten-
dler thinking. 

“62 suggestions to evaluators”, presented he-
rewith, is a typical paper of Judith’s. It looks like 
a modest appendix at the end of “Turning private 
voluntary organizations into development agen-
cies: questions for evaluation”, an American Inter-
national Development (AID) discussion paper. It is 
in fact a theoretical reflection on the workings of 
development agencies and their aloofness from 
reality, and on possible ways of tackling their 
main problems. Take for example Suggestion 39: 
it epitomizes Judith’s way of using Hirschmanian 
concepts in dealing with the implementation of 
policies. Suggesting that successes ought to be 
treated with a sense of awe, and that an explana-
tion of why something worked should be ventu-
red against a background of what is predictable 
and what is a surprise, she was in consonance 
with Hirschman’s “intent to celebrate, to ‘sing’ the 
epic adventure of development – its challenge, 
drama, and grandeur” (2015, p. XVI). And she of-
fers a lasting lesson on how to approach the “rich 

complexity of success and failure” that still haunts 
any attempt at development initiatives.

Tendler J., 1968, Electric Power in Brazil, Cambridge, Mass, Har-
vard University Press
Hirschman, A. O., “Introduction” to Tendler 1968
Hirschman A. O., 2015, Development Projects Observed, third edition, 
Washington DC, Brookings Institution Press.

Judith tendler: 62 suggestions to 
evaluators

The following set of suggestions for evaluators 
is meant to help them get at the issues raised in 
this paper. Many of them are obvious, but have 
been included because the evaluations done so 
far have usually not yet yielded this kind of infor-
mation. Some of the suggestions are repeated 
from the text of the paper; others follow directly 
from arguments in the text. The questions are di-
vided into five categories, even though many do 
not fit neatly in one category or another; some of 
the questions in certain categories are elabora-
tions of questions raised in previous categories.

Participation, benefit distribution, innova-
tion, cost

1. Locate the participants and the beneficiaries 
of the PVO activity in the income distribution of 
the community, approximately by thirds. Elabora-
te on how the benefits and results of the PVO acti-
vity are distributed among dwellers in the area. 
(Further questions elaborated below.)

2. Learn the history of community decisions 
and acts that took place up to and during the PVO 
activity. Find out to what extent existing commu-
nity groups were included in project decisionma-

king, and to what extent the poorest groups par-
ticipated-the landless, women, ethnic or social 
outcast groups, temporary (vs. permanent) wor-
kers, land tenants (vs. owners), small (vs. large) 
owners, etc. (Further questions below.)

3. Did indigenous organizations exist prior to 
the project? Among the poorest too? How were 
they included in project decisionmaking? If not, 
why?

4. Find out what innovations or experimenta-
tion have resulted from the PVO’s presence. What 
have been the changes in course, if any, and what 
were the results of these changes?

5. Estimate the cost of the activity, separating 
out person-hours and their costs from other con-
tributions; use this information to make estimates 
of cost per beneficiary, per-input, or per-output; 
compare these estimates to those for public-sec-
tor projects of a similar nature.

6. If decisionmaking is not particularly partici-
patory, are there ways of making it more so? Does 
project history show that decisionmaking is more 
participatory now than it was originally? How was 
this accomplished?

7. Are there certain project tasks or activities 
that are not as suited to participatory decision-
making as others? That is, does participation re-
sult in less effective project outcomes in some ca-
ses? What are the tasks that seem better suited? 
Less well suited? Why?

8. When decisionmaking is in the hands of lo-
cal elites and therefore non-representative, do 
the excluded groups nevertheless benefit? In si-
tuations of elite control are there some activities 
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where excluded groups benefit regardless of elite 
control, and other activities for which elite control 
results in mainly elite beneficiaries?

9. Do some activities seem more appropriable 
by elites than others-e.g. fertilizer supply vs. heal-
th-clinic services?

10. Does the project exclude elites from de-
cisionmaking or benefits in any way? If so, how 
were they bypassed? Some examples are activi-
ties in which the elites have no interest, low-sta-
tus activities, class-based organizations from 
which elites are naturally excluded - like women’s 
organizations, tenants’ unions, labor unions, etc.

11. What aspects of the project, if any, seem 
to be reaching the poorest stratum of the popula-
tion? Why are these activities, as distinct from the 
others, able to reach the poorest? What is the na-
ture of the relation between the PVO and the po-
orest in these particular activities-participatory, 
“enlightened” top-down?

12. By reading country-specific studies on inco-
me distribution, and by talking with local people, 
find out how to identify the poorest groups--e.g., 
lowest caste, casual laborers, women, etc. Seek 
them or their representatives out to ascertain how 
they are being affected by the project.

13. Watch for examples of, or opportunities 
for, targeting on the poor by type of activity-e.g., 
low-status activities and goods, absence of elite 
interest in participation in the activity, class-ba-
sed organizations, etc. Are these opportunities 
being exploited, and if not, how might they be?

14. To gauge the degree of representativeness 
of local participation in the project, find out about 

the history of some important issues and how 
they were resolved. One evaluation, for example, 
chronicles the history of some suggestions made 
by a group of coop members to its board, and how 
and why those suggestions were overridden.

15. With respect to project activities involving 
women, determine to what extent they augment 
women’s income-earning capacities and other 
forms of power, and to what extent they reinforce 
women’s traditional role as homemaker. If the lat-
ter is the case, make suggestions as to what chan-
ges in project design would be appropriate.

16. Where there is a community contribution to 
projects, ascertain its distributional burden. For 
example, voluntary labor might fall disproportio-
nately on the poor while contributions in cash or 
kind might fall disproportionately on the rich.

Impact

17. Give some idea of the importance of the 
project in the region or country-percent of the po-
pulation affected, percent of project expenditures 
in relation to total government expenditures in 
the sector, percent of the goods provided in the 
country or by the public sector (e.g., health clinics, 
fertilizers, seeds, credit, schools, standpipes, trai-
ned specialists, etc.). To save time, use the natio-
nal or regional-level figures for comparison that 
can usually be found together in national five-ye-
ar plans, annual economic reports, or economic 
surveys carried out by the World Bank.

18. Much of the impact of these projects will 
be discovered through institutional history rather 
than data. This requires being alert to the history 
of the project in the community and the area-
what was accomplished, what chain reactions 

were set off (in prices, in private sector behavior, 
in town politics, in public sector responses). It is 
not necessary to catalogue what has happened 
in all these areas; rather, in asking questions and 
listening to histories, one should be sensitive to 
the possibilities of finding impact in one of the-
se ways. Don‘t ask people what the impact was; 
ask, rather, “what happened” end then ask, “what 
happened next?”

19. If benefits have gone mainly to elites, try 
to determine which category the case belongs 
to: (1) the poor are also benefited, through a tri-
ckle-down or spread effect (describe this indirect 
mechanism); (2) the poor are harmed (as in the 
case of subsidies for large livestock, resulting in 
the eviction of cropping tenants); and (3) the poor 
are not affected one way or another.

Training and extension
Many projects involve teaching people new 

ways of doing things-nutrition education, agricul-
tural extension, vocational training, etc. A series 
of questions should be asked about these tea-
ching projects.

20. Are the “new ways” appropriate, in light of 
the current literature on or experience with this 
sector?

21. What was the extent of adoption of the new 
ways among those who received assistance or 
training?

22. What was the difference between adopters 
and non-adopters, or participants end non-parti-
cipants, in terms of income, occupation, sex, and 
landholding status?

23. What was the extent of adoption among 
non-participants, through the demonstration ef-

fect? This question relates closely to impact, since 
training can have a considerably larger impact if 
the non-participants copy what the participants 
are doing-i.e., if there are “spread” effects.

24. If there was “spread” from adopters to 
non-adopters, or participants to non-participants, 
find out what the mechanism of the spread was.

25. Is there a natural barrier to spread, such as 
requirements like capital, location along a good 
road, landownership (vs. land tenancy or landles-
sness), privileged access to inputs or credit?

26. Are certain aspects of training or exten-
sion more apt to be picked up by non-participan-
ts than others? E.g., seeds that one can grow on 
one’s own and then pass along to neighbors-in 
contrast to hybrid seeds that have to be bought 
each year, or other agricultural innovations that 
require close supervision by extensionists or capi-
tal and other inputs not accessible to many.

27. When people adopt the new ways, what is 
the result for their lives and their incomes? Sophi-
sticated data are not necessary; ask the people 
what difference the new practice made in their 
lives; don’t ask only the project staff.

28. Of those participants who did not adopt the 
new ways, find out why. Were their income con-
straints? Irrelevance to their lives or production 
activities? Inappropriateness of the recommen-
dations? Try to avoid traditional explanations of 
non-adoption that point to “ignorance” or “lack 
of understanding” on the part of the participant.

The public sector
Adoption and amplification by the public sec-
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tor of PVO ideas, approaches, and programs is an 
area of large potential impact of PVO projects. 
The interactions of public-sector entities with PVO 
activities - and the reflections of public-sector 
managers and technicians about these activities 
– are therefore a very important area of observa-
tion. Public-sector response is also important for 
determining whether the PVO is playing an inno-
vative or “precursor” role.

29. What has the public sector been doing in 
this particular activity or sector, if anything? How 
does the PVO activity differ from what the public 
sector is doing? Try to explain the difference.

30. Thinking about the PVO-government rela-
tionship can be organized into one or more of the 
following categories: (1) complementarity, (2) fil-
ling unoccupied territory, (3) replication or diffu-
sion, (4) government takeover, (5) competition or 
substitution, and (6) brokerage. Place the project 
in the relevant category, and try to elaborate on 
the relationship and its effect on the project, its 
relevance to project goals (e.g., projects designed 
to provide technical assistance or new inputs may 
instead be providing brokerage between the poor 
and government institutions).

31. If the project involves interdependence 
with a public-sector entity, find out in what ways 
the cooperation is working well, and in what are-
as badly. Suggest an explanation for the variation 
in the experience. Be sure to get at least as much 
information on the question from public-sector 
persons as from the PVO. Does it seem that cer-
tain activities are more conducive to successful 
cooperation than others? Why?

32. In the cases of interdependence, is there a 
division of labor between PVO and government 

that works particularly well? Does the PVO seem 
to have a particular comparative advantage in 
one area and the government in another?

33. In the cases of public-sector interactions, 
pay attention to the commitment of the pu-
blic-sector entity to serving and working with this 
particular client group. Is it high or low? Pay parti-
cular attention to field staff, and their interactions 
with the client group.

34. Interviews with relevant public-sector ma-
nagers and technicians are also important even 
when the project has little relation to the public 
sector. Find out whether these persons have 
found the PVO to be doing something interesting, 
to be a problem, to be relevant, etc.

35. Interpret PVO complaints about govern-
ments with care, and learn both sides of the story.

36. Try to distinguish between what is good for 
the PVO organization, and what is good for project 
impact. lf a PVO project is successful, the gover-
nment may want to copy it; if the PVO is so suc-
cessful that it is becoming too important in a par-
ticular sector, the government may feel that this 
is politically undesirable. Governments, that is, 
may sometimes make things difficult for PVOs, or 
crowd them out, because PVOs have been so suc-
cessful that the government wants to take over. 
From an impact point of view, many such cases 
may be characterized as successes, even though 
they may represent problems or failure from the 
PVO’s point of view.

37. In cases where there are successful tran-
sitions from PVOs to governments, try to under-
stand what made the PVO able to manage the 
transition. Has the government tried to take ad-
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vantage of the PVO experience, or has it instead 
discredited it. Why?

38. At a more general level, be alert to the effect 
of national economic policies and political envi-
ronments on the PVO project. Do certain econo-
mic policies overwhelm the effects of the political 
environment - for good or for bad - or vice versa?

Success and failure, achievements end pro-
blems

39. The evaluator should treat any successes 
with a sense of awe. Do not be content to say that 
something worked well, but venture an explana-
tion as to why it worked. Explain what is happe-
ning in the project against a background of what 
is predictable and what is a surprise.

40. Be alert to the possibility that certain 
project components or tasks may work well consi-
stently across different project sites and countries 
while certain others consistently do poorly. Try to 
explain the reasons for the pattern.

41. Approach the pattern of problems and 
achievements through time, in addition to gai-
ning an understanding of the current moment 
in time. Ask questions about the history of the 
project-false starts, changes of course, unantici-
pated events. Ask PVO staff and community par-
ticipants what they do differently now than they 
did before, and why.

42. Don’t hold organizations to their stated 
objectives, especially if they seem to be doing 
well in other areas. First look open-endedly at 
what the organization has accomplished, regard-
less of its objectives; then compare the reality and 
the objectives. Does the reality shed any light on 

the objectives?

43. Be on the alert for unanticipated success. 
Such achievements may be obscured by the fact 
that the project failed in its stated objectives.

44. In trying to explain success and failure, 
try to go beyond explanations having to do with 
the quality of the program leader. Some types 
of projects are more apt to attract good leaders 
than others; some types of projects do well even 
with mediocre leadership. Think about whether 
the project type itself has contributed to program 
outcomes, in other words, and explain what it is 
about this project type or task that makes it more 
amenable to success (or failure).

45. Related to the above suggestion is the fact 
that certain problems experienced by projects are 
recurrent and therefore not a surprise-e.g., faulty 
maintenance, lack of coordination between agen-
cies, lack of funds for operating costs, schools wi-
thout teachers, health clinics without doctors. Be 
aware of what these recurrent problems are in the 
type of project under observation. If the problems 
are occurring, spend relatively little time in explo-
ring and explaining why they occur-since they are 
to be expected. Instead, look for cases where the 
expected problems are not occurring, and then 
try to explain why they did not appear.

46. The discussion of problems or problem 
projects should be set in a broader context of 
why this particular problem might or might not 
be characteristic of this particular type of project 
or project setting. Attention should be focused, in 
other words, not only on what the PVO did that 
went wrong, or on what went wrong in the circu-
mstances surrounding this particular project.

47. When looking at projects involving con-
struction, keep in mind the following: (a) post-con-
struction problems are the rule rather than the 
exception, and they should be known about befo-
rehand and watched for; and (b) successful transi-
tions from construction to operation deserve spe-
cial attention, and an attempt should be made to 
understand what brought the transition about.

48. A companion to the above suggestion is 
that certain types of successes are more frequent 
than others-e.g., community cooperation in the 
construction of facilities. Achievements in these 
latter areas come as less of a surprise, and there-
fore require less elaboration than achievements 
in areas where success is less common.

49. Successes are sometimes facilitated by the 
sequence by which certain events or activities 
take place, rather than by a certain constellation 
of factors at any one time. Be aware of these se-
quences of project development through time, 
and think about whether they are associated with 
achievements or problems.

50. Be alert to the possibility that some achie-
vements are made by project organizations that 
look disorderly or in other ways deficient as or-
ganizations. Don’t let the disorderliness of the 
organization obscure its achievements. Be alert 
to the possibility, moreover, that certain achieve-
ments will have been made because of the disor-
derliness of the organization, and not despite it. 
Judge the PVO not only on its completeness as an 
organization, in other words, but by the quality of 
its project. The project may be good, though the 
organization looks bad. Try to explain this.

Fieldwork style and other suggestions

51. Consider the unit of observation to be the 
community or the area where the project takes 
place, and not the PVO.

52. Do not rely heavily on project input and 
output data as the main source for what the 
project has accomplished. If the project has car-
ried out a series of training courses, for example, 
attend the courses, talk to the participants, go to 
their homes. If the project has promoted kitchen 
gardens, go and look at the gardens and talk to 
their owners.

53. Make an assessment of the competence of 
project staff, in terms of their training, experience, 
language ability, and commitment.

54. Pay just as much attention to junior and 
field staff as to managers. Junior field staff of 
projects are often neglected in interviewing. Yet 
they often have more contact with and under-
standing of beneficiaries than persons in mana-
gerial positions. They also will often have good 
ideas about how the project might be improved, 
what the source of its problems are, and the na-
ture of the project’s impact on households and 
on the region. Their ideas and perceptions are 
often unexpressed because of hierarchical pat-
terns and deference to authority in office mee-
tings. Try to talk with these persons, therefore, 
away from the office. The best opportunity for 
this is to take jeep trips with these persons to visit 
faraway beneficiaries or project sites. Much can 
also be learned about project staff and their style 
with beneficiaries by doing some interviewing of 
beneficiaries with project staff accompanying or 
participating.

55. Ask project managers and staff what infor-
mation they would find useful from an evaluation. 
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What are the questions, perplexities, and contra-
dictions they face that make it difficult for them to 
proceed as they would like?

56. Be careful not to accept the assumptions 
behind project design as truths-e.g., that voca-
tional training per se accomplishes its purpose 
of increased opportunities for employment. Si-
milarly, do not accept achievement of project 
outputs as prima facie evidence of achievement 
of project objectives-e.g. number of participan-
ts trained should not be accepted as a proxy for 
achievement of the employment objective. Do 
not assume that agricultural extension automati-
cally leads to increased production and therefo-
re is good in itself; do not assume that nutrition 
training automatically leads to changed habits; 
do not assume, when habits do change, that the 
changed habit automatically leads to better-nou-
rished and more healthy families; do not assu-
me that vocational training automatically leads 
to employment. Do not use project outputs, in 
sum, as a proxy for indicating the achievement of 
project objectives.

57. Much of what is to be learned about the 
project will come from interviews and not docu-
ments-in the community, and not in the project 
office. Since interviews take so much time, eve-
ning hours should be taken advantage of. They 
represent an opportunity for learning about the 
project by “hanging around” in the communities 
where the project takes place, eating end drinking 
with local people or local staff.

58. Interviews with community members who 
participate or benefit from a project are just as im-
portant as interviews with project staff. Similarly, 
interviews with community members who do not 
participate or benefit from the project are equally 

important as those with participants or beneficia-
ries.

59. In assessing project outputs and achieve-
ments, pay less attention to what people and or-
ganizations say they intend to do than to what has 
actually happened. Information about intentions 
is not helpful for judging an organization because 
the intentions may or may not come true.

60. Make e special effort to talk to ex-clients or 
ex-participants of a project. They will have a lon-
ger experience, a more reflective view, and a diffe-
rent perspective. Ex -staff members or managers, 
moreover, will often feel free to talk more openly, 
and will have had more time and distance to be 
reflective about their experience.

61. Do not give up on assessing impact because 
there is not enough time to do an adequate quan-
titative assessment, or because the time and the 
data do not allow establishing causality between 
the project and what has happened. As a proxy, 
ask beneficiaries and community members how 
their lives are different as a result of the project. 
This will give some indicators of impact, or at least 
of clues to pursue.

62. Be sure to know the state of the art in the 
sector you are evaluating. Use this knowledge to 
comment on the extent to which the project is 
innovative, is following the latest wisdom on the 
subject, or is using approaches that the current 
wisdom has proven to be inappropriate.
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Nicoletta stame: An Anthology, two 
looks

The context
The anthology Interpretive Social Science, was 

edited by Paul Rabinow and William M. Sullivan 
twice: in 1979 with the subtitle “A Reader”, and in 
1987 with the subtitle “A Second Look”. 

This is perhaps the only volume where contri-
butions by Hirschman and Geertz can be found 
side by side. In a letter to the director of the Insti-
tute of Advanced Study, Hirschman proudly wrote 
that the anthology contained five contributions 
by people who had been members of the Scho-
ol of Social Science (Geertz, Hirschman, Taylor, 
Kuhn, Rabinow), regretting that the introduction 
did not mention it. The book is also testimony 
to the closeness of Bellah’s work to what was at 
the time being developed at the School of Social 
Science at the IAS. 

The focus of the argument is on the current sta-
tus of the social sciences, which had to abandon 
the positivist outlook that claimed to link them to 
the natural sciences model: “We propose a return 
to (the) human world in all its lack of clarity, its 
alienation, and its depth, as an alternative to con-
tinuing to search for a formal deductive paradigm 
in the social sciences” (1979, p. 8). What is called 
an ‘interpretive turn’ is the need to add new con-
cepts and intellectual tools to the skills of social 
scientists and to enlarge their perspective, not to 
repeat old disputes between the natural sciences 
and the humanities. 

Rabinow, an anthropologist, had worked with 
Geertz, while Sullivan, a philosopher, had worked 
with Bellah. Clifford Geertz and Robert Bellah had 
known each other since their graduate studies at 

gy emerged.1 
The second was the actual launch of the pro-

gram of the School of Social Science, which con-
sisted of inviting scholars to develop compatible 
ideas in their specific fields of interest and to 
create bridges that would connect with deve-
lopments going on elsewhere. In a document 
written for funding purposes, entitled Our idea 
of social science (1979) the aim of interpretive 
social science is spelled out: “criticize and refine 
the prevailing theories and methodologies of the 
human sciences” (p. 7), which are characterized 
by “overspecialization, present-mindedness, and 
unwarranted scientism without much compensa-
ting capacity to provide satisfactory solutions to 
the pressing social and economic problems of the 
day” (p. 7). Having observed that “to approach 
the analysis of social phenomena with the usual 
categories of statistical and nomological explana-
tion is to give unwarranted priority to the externa-
lities of behavior, its etiology and regularities”, the 
document goes on to say: “A full understanding 
of most social phenomena requires that, as well 
as studying causation at least as much attention 
should be paid to the linguistic, conventional, ri-
tual and other symbolic systems in terms of whi-
ch the agents and groups we study in the human 
sciences describe, theorize and appraise their 
own conduct” (p.8).

The two editions of the anthology reflect this 
evolution. Both editions are divided into a Part I, 
where a few themes of interest are dealt with by 
philosophers in some way connected to the herme-

1 In 1980 another symposium was organized at Berkeley on 
“Morality and the social sciences” in which Albert Hirschman also 
participated. The book Social Science and Moral Inquiry (Haan, Bel-
lah, Rabinow and Sullivan, eds., New York, Columbia University 
Press, 1983) includes a chapter by Albert entitled “Morality and 
the Social Sciences: a Durable Tension”. 

Harvard in the ‘50s, where they had encountered 
the social sciences as conceived by Talcott Par-
sons in his grand systematization. Although not 
having met him often recently, Geertz (in After the 
Fact, Harvard University Press, 1995, p. 124) had 
been impressed by Bellah’s “breadth of learning 
and, something not entirely common in the social 
sciences, his moral seriousness”. Bellah avowedly 
shared Geertz’s definition of culture: “believing 
(…) that man is an animal suspended in webs of 
significance that he himself has spun, I take cul-
ture to be those webs, and the analysis of it to be 
therefore not an experimental science in search of 
law, but an interpretive one in search of meaning” 
(1, p. 360). 

Geertz had become the first professor of the 
newly established SSS at the IAS in 1970. Together 
with Carl Kaysen, who had been in charge of con-
stituting the School of Social Science, Geertz was 
looking for new professors to invite, and conside-
red Bellah a suitable candidate. Unfortunately, 
this proposal was opposed by the board of direc-
tors at the IAS, who – from their natural science 
standpoint – did not consider Bellah’s work suf-
ficiently “rigorous”. This position, however, while 
always resented by Geertz (1995, p. 125) and re-
sponsible also for the departure of Kaysen, did 
not block the development of new bases for the 
social sciences, which was the raison d’être of the 
new School. In the second half of the ‘70s, when 
Albert Hirschman had luckily joined the faculty of 
the School, two projects had come into existence 
that aimed at identifying such bases in the inter-
pretive social science approach. 

One was a seminar on “Tradition and Interpre-
tation: the Sociology of Culture” directed by Bel-
lah at Berkeley in 1976/77, in which Rabinow and 
Sullivan took part, and out of which this antholo-

neutic approach, and a Part II consisting of “Inter-
pretations” conducted by authors involved in the 
interpretive turn in various ways. The two editions 
have an identical group of a few chapters, and a 
different selection of other chapters. The second 
edition has a longer list of chapters in Part II.

What the anthology is about
Both editions share an introduction by Ra-

binow and Sullivan in which the rationale of the 
book is clarified. Firstly, an interpretive social 
science is intended as “not simply a new metho-
dology” nor a new school or dogma, but a unity 
of themes. It replaces the distinction between the 
social sciences as descriptive and the humanities 
as normative: “each situation is always and at 
once historical, moral and political”, and “science, 
like any human endeavor, is rooted in a context of 
meanings which is itself a social reality, a particu-
lar organization of human action defining a moral 
and practical world” (1987, p. 20-21).

The introduction then accounts for the articu-
lation of the book into the two parts, and for the 
choice of the chapters. 

Part I presents a review of the interpretive cur-
rents that had become dominant in the humani-
ties and might offer an interpretive social science 
a way of situating itself vis-à-vis a series of the-
mes. The editors separate the chapters into two 
groups:
• “deconstructing the positivist idea of science” 

(Taylor, Ricoeur): a critique of the neo-positivist 
search for a unified science and of the structu-
ralist formal models of explanation: “the aim 
is not to uncover universal laws but rather to 
explicate context and world” (1987, p. 14)

• “reconstruction. Reason as action, criticism for 

4. INTERPRETIvE SOCIAL SCIENCE
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recovery” (Gadamer, Habermas, Foucault): in-
terpretive social science is confronted with 
currents that look at a type of practical reason 
able to interpret the human world through the 
re-appropriation of tradition (Gadamer) and 
communicative reason (Habermas). 

Part II presents chapters “exemplifying the in-
terpretive approach” (1979, p. 18), which the edi-
tors briefly summarize. 

The introduction to the second edition con-
tains an updating of the first, presenting the rea-
sons for the inclusion of the new entries (Taussig, 
Rosaldo, Schon, Dreyfus and Dreyfus, Jameson), 
but not for the removal of the old ones, which in 
fact had a motivation of its own. Dealing with the 
variable intercourse that exists among the natural 
sciences, the social sciences and the humanities, 
the chapters that were eliminated had a different 
focus from that of the anthology: Kuhn’s was inte-
rested in overcoming the denial of an interpretive 
dimension in the natural sciences; Fish’s on the 
contrary advocated an interpretive concern for 
context in literary studies. 

In part I there are few differences in the two edi-
tions: both feature chapters by Taylor and Gada-
mer; the second edition eliminates the chapter by 
Ricoeur (perhaps because it is a second-hand in-
terpretation of culture by Freud, and not his own) 
and adds the chapters by Habermas and Foucault 
presenting a different approach to tradition. 

Part II on interpretations is where the changes 
are greater: while the first edition featured few 
examples of interpretation, the second incorpora-
tes more chapters, thanks to what are welcomed 
as new developments and progress under the 
new approach. 

The core of part two is unchanged, and reflects 
the intentions of the editors: the chapters by Ge-
ertz, Hirschman and Bellah provide examples of 
interpretations of specific cultural products com-
bined with the individual theories of interpreta-
tion supported by these authors in opposition to 
traditional approaches; taken together they con-
tribute to making interpretive social science a vi-
tal intellectual enterprise. 

Pieces of interpretive social science
In Hirschman’s “The Search for Paradigms as a 

Hindrance to Understanding” the accent is “on the 
kind of cognitive style that hinders, or promotes, 
understanding” (1987, p. 178). In a comparison of 
two books on developments in Latin America, Hir-
schman provides a critique of the dogmatic cogni-
tive style: when laws and models are imposed on 
an actual setting claiming that it corresponds to 
them, hopeful developments that might suggest 
other interpretations are either not perceived or 
are considered exceptional and therefore not rele-
vant. In the case under scrutiny, most paradigms 
and models tended to “[lay] down excessive con-
straints on the conceivable moves of individuals 
and societies” (1987, p. 186), thus “propounding 
that there are only two possibilities – disaster or 
one particular road to salvation” (ibid), ignoring 
that there can be other roads (purgatory as a third 
way) (ibid). Here Hirschman lays down his concept 
of possibilism. He criticizes the attitude of social 
scientists who “are happy enough when they have 
gotten hold of one paradigm or line of causation” 
and whose guesses are often further off the mark 
than the “experienced politician whose intuition 
is more likely to take a variety of forces into ac-
count” (1987, p. 192). Changes on a large scale are 
“unpredictable, because they took the very actors 
by surprise, and not repeatable, because once the 
event has happened everybody is put on notice 

and precautions will be taken by various parties 
so that it will not happen again” (ibid). Such chan-
ges are better characterized by uniqueness than 
overdetermination. The lesson the social scientist 
gets is “an understanding of the experience that 
made it at all possible to build under these trying 
circumstances” (1987, p. 194). 

Individuals and society find ways out of their 
predicaments. “He who looks for large-scale so-
cial changes must be possessed, like Kierkega-
ard, by the ‘passion for the possible’ rather than 
relying on what has been certified as probable by 
factorial analysis” (ibid).

Geertz’s article “Deep Play. Notes on the Bali-
nese Cockfight” is a classic of his symbolic anthro-
pology. The chapter is divided into three parts. 
Part one is a description of what happens during 
the cockfight (the symbolism of masculinity and 
value, the roles in the preparation, the bets). It is a 
scene of animal savagery, male narcissism, oppo-
nent gambling, status rivalry, blood sacrifice. Part 
two deals with the meaning of the fight: a dra-
matic representation of status preoccupations: 
“much more is at stake than the material gain (by 
the bets): namely esteem, honor, dignity, respect 
(…) status”. “Almost all the matches are sociologi-
cally relevant” (1987, p. 218-9). Part three explains 
what it means to treat the cockfight as a text (or 
another form of art) to be interpreted, and not a 
rite or a pastime to be described, as other anthro-
pologists would do. The cockfight is a metaphor 
that makes everyday experience understandable; 
it represents the ‘disquietfulness’ of the Balinese, 
through the dramatic form of a mock war media-
ted by a hate for animals; it does not reinforce sta-
tus distinctions – as the functionalists would have 
it – but “provides a metasocial commentary upon 
the whole matter of assorting human beings into 

fixed hierarchical ranks”. Its function is interpreti-
ve: “it is a Balinese reading of Balinese experien-
ce, a story they tell themselves about themselves” 
(1987, p. 234). Hence the need to understand how 
the symbolic forms work in order to organize per-
ceptions (meanings, emotions, concepts, attitu-
des) in concrete situations.

Symbolic forms can be handled sociologically. 
The culture of a people is a set of texts, and “the 
anthropologist strains to read over the shoulders 
of those to whom they belong” (1987, p. 239). If 
societies contain their own interpretations, “one 
has only to learn how to gain access to them” 
(1987, p. 240).

The two editions feature two different chapters 
by Bellah, dealing with the same topic, American 
middle class culture and the two contrasting cul-
tural traditions of biblical religion and the Repu-
blican politics of individualism. They are analyses 
in progress. The chapter in the first edition, “New 
Religious Consciousness and the Crisis in Moderni-
ty”, refers to the cultural and political upheaval of 
the ‘60s in reaction against what were seen as the 
negative consequences of the actual embodiment 
of those traditions. The chapter in the second edi-
tion, “The Quest for the Self: Individualism, Mora-
lity, Politics”, refers to later developments when 
these “habits of the heart” were reconsidered: the 
quest for the self can oscillate between a Tocque-
villian relationship with the community and an 
Emersonian absolute autonomy of the individual; 
“the chasm between person and society that indi-
vidualism creates” (1987, p. 383) could be bridged 
by a wise reconciliation between the two cultural 
traditions, reinterpreted in current terms. 

Bellah defines his study as “more an interpre-
tation than a description” (1979, p. 346). The cul-
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ture of the specific social group of his interest is 
not seen as an undifferentiated whole. There are 
“variations, lines of cleavage, and even deep con-
flict”, hence it would be better to speak of “mea-
nings, interpretations and even ideologies, as well 
as cultures”. All this shows that “it is not only the 
interpretive social scientist who is in search of me-
aning, it is also the individuals and groups that he 
is studying who are in search of meaning”. (1979, 
p. 361).

The new chapters of the second edition reflect 
inroads that the interpretive approach has made, 
in two main directions: a theory of knowledge 
(Dreyfys and Dreyfus, Schon), and the importance 
of moral issues (Taussig, Rosaldo). In particular, 
the editors hint at “new readings that heighten 
the contrast between knowledge seen as a tech-
nical project, with all its affinities to the technolo-
gical organization of life, and knowledge seen, in 
the human sciences, as inescapably practical and 
historically situated” (1987, p. 2).

In Schon’s chapter, “The Art of Managing: 
Reflection-in-Action within an Organizational 
Learning System”, the object is the professional 
competence of managers, which is traditionally 
seen as either “the science of management” or 
an “art” (better: craftsmanship). Schon rejects the 
first and engages with the second: art is not intui-
tion but “reflection in action”, a reflective conver-
sation by the manager on how to adapt his know-
ledge to new and uncertain situations. Managers 
should be helped to reflect on their reflection, to 
interpret what they are doing. If they do not do 
this, their actions remain mysterious. If they were 
helped by social scientists to do it, their strate-
gies would show something that departed from 
current theories, such as that the target can be 
variable, the unit of development is not the new 

product but the competition game, what is im-
portant is to keep the dialectic between different 
positions open, etc. 

A more comprehensive, useful and reflective 
management science can be built by elabora-
ting on the experience of what “skillful managers 
actually do. Practitioners might then become not 
only the users but the developers of management 
science” (1987, p. 326). The reflective practitioner 
is an interpreter of a context that is richer than 
expected, and the social scientist by interpreting 
his action helps him become a “developer of ma-
nagement science”.

Contrary to what may be thought, and despite 
repeated attempts to imitate the natural sciences 
model, this anthology has not lost its relevance 
even after almost three decades. Its perspective is 
still capable of offering a strong antidote to these 
renewed hindrances to understanding. 
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sarah Hirschman: People and 
stories, gente y cuentos: the 
program

Sarah Hirschman: People and Stories / Gente y 
Cuentos. 
Who owns literature? Communities find their voice 
through short stories 
IUniverse Inc., New York, 2009

What follows are excerpts from the book written 
by Sarah Hirschman about her experience in con-
ceiving, promoting, articulating and implementing 
the program “Gente y cuentos / People and Stories”.

A new venture
The program began in 1972 as Gente y Cuentos 

and acquired its title People and Stories/Gente y 
Cuentos after sessions in English were started in 
1986.

A stroll to a low income housing project in 
Cambridge, MA, led me to an inner courtyard 
where several young Latina women were sitting 
on their children. My years in Colombia allowed 
me to address them easily in Spanish: would they 
like to help me organize a new activity in the me-
eting room of their building? Did they know that 
many were now such a big hit and translated 
into English? The women had never heard of the-
se writers but responded almost immediately to 
the “own cultura” argument. It did not take long 
to get a group together and a few days later se-
ven women gathered around a table to hear and 
discuss “La siesta del martes” (“Tuesday Siesta”) 
by Gabriel Garcìa Màquez1. Right from the start I 

1 Gabriel Garcìa Màrquez, “La siesta del martes”, Los funerales 
de la Mamà Grande, Xalapa, México: Universidad Veracruzana, 

could see that the enterprise would be successful! 
Of course, much remained to be worked out: how 
to handle the active children who distracted the 
mothers, how to find more stories, how to impro-
ve the questions that would move the dialogue 
along, but the women were talking, enthusiastic 
about the tough determination of the mother in 
the tale, surprised to recognize how similar her 
concerns were to their own. The participants did 
not all agree, yet a bond of understanding and 
warmth emerged as the group identified a wor-
ld they knew in this unfamiliar Colombian story 
printed in a book. Moreover, the vibrant language 
delighted the women who recognized expressions 
and terms know since childhood, rich with conno-
tations. Smiles of understanding were exchanged 
and moments of misunderstanding or differences 
were shared without too much tension. In fact 
most enjoyed the digging into the arguments, the 
cooperative intellectual effort. The story helped 
open up exchanges about experiences and me-
mories. The fact that it was “just a story” provided 
the necessary distance. Difficult issues could be 
brought up that were excluded from daily conver-
sations, and painful experiences could be relived 
safely, linked to a story that had familiar resonan-
ces but was not quite their own.

The success of this first informal gathering 
gave me plenty of courage to pursue my project. 
How could I convert this heady first experiment 
into a program that could be developed into du-
rable enterprise and be shared with others? I con-
tinued on my own, experimenting for quite some 
time before attempting to draft the lines of a more 
formal program. Was it possible to give some sem-

1962.

5. GENTE Y CUENTOS

blance of a structure, to draw up a methodology 
that would provide an adequate umbrella to the 
disparate, small dramatic happenings that took 
place during the different sessions? I decided to 
try, so I could begin to work with others, and en-
large the scope of this experiment. As a start, to 
organize my thinking, I decided to define separa-
tely the three actors – the story, the participants 
of the group who were discussing it, and the coor-
dinator who helped to make it all happen. 

The actors: stories, coordinators, groups
Stories

Selection
Right from the start, I had decided that I wanted 

to introduce new readers to outstanding literary 
works, to texts that would spark the imagination, 
affect feelings, arouse intellectual curiosity and 
stimulate individuals to wonder, to search, to offer 
their opinions, to relate those writings to their own 
lives. As in a play, I wanted each session to open the 
curtain on a work that could be enjoyed in its en-
tirety, where people could experience a complete 
composition, its beginning, the development of its 
themes, its inner tensions, its end sometimes sur-
prising, disturbing, sometimes reassuring, and con-
clusive.

The literary genre of the short story came im-
mediately to mind as eminently suitable, especial-
ly at the time that I was beginning to develop the 
program when many talented Latin American wri-
ters were publishing wonderful short stories. The 
length of ten pages or so of many of them could be 
read aloud in ten to fifteen minutes and was the-
refore particularly suitable for sessions of one and 
a half to two hours, leaving plenty of rime for a lei-
surely discussion. Moreover, community groups 
are not always completely stable and attendance 

may vary slightly from one time to another; it is 
therefore best to present a complete work at each 
session. In any event, as Cortàzar2 says “Short sto-
ries … are living creatures, complete organisms, 
closed circles, and they breathe” – surely their or-
ganic structure should never be truncated.

Gradually, bibliographies of stories of suitable 
length in Spanish, French, and English have benne 
developed – the result of many hours of labor – 
and new coordinators can readily find what they 
need in those lists. Opinions vary on the use of 
translations. At first, I created bibliographies whi-
ch listed exclusively stories written in their origi-
nal language. Their images, metaphors, poetic 
texture seemed to me more apt to evoke memo-
ries, touch the imagination and the emotions of 
the native speakers. But over the years, various 
coordinators wanted to offer stories from a wi-
der circle of cultural groups, so stories translated 
from various European, Asian, African, American 
languages were added to our repertoire and now 
our bibliographies list a number of great interna-
tional stories in translation that seem to work well 
enough.

Another initial consideration to be taken into ac-
count when choosing a story is its complexity. We 
never shorten stories or attempt to simplify them 
in any way. The text is presented just as the author 
wrote it. So if after a first reading a story seems just 
too complex, uses too many learned references or 
perhaps appears too abstract, we may want to le-
ave it aside. However, gauging whether a story will 
be accessible is not an easy task. Some wonderful, 
poetically rich stories will perhaps be too difficult. 

2  Cortàzar, Julio, “Del cuento breve y sus alrededores”, Ùltimo 
round, México, Siglo XXI Editores, 1969 (my translation).
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For example, while “Emma Zunz” by Borges3 has 
provoked spirited discussions, other great stories 
by him would probably seem too abstract. In order 
no to lose our inexperienced public, something in 
the story, even during a first reading and before the 
discussion takes place, must catch the interest of 
the participants. Language that is too strange, refe-
rences that are too esoteric may create an initial di-
scouragement that will be hard to overcome. Also 
certain subjects may be too embarrassing to di-
scuss in a group of persons who do not know each 
other, although much depends on the skill of the 
coordinator and we must remember that partici-
pants often can handle far more than we presume.

But once a tentative choice of story has been 
made, how can we be sure that our first, almost 
intuitive decision to introduce it to a group is 
going to work? How much should we think about 
the composition of the group with whom the story 
is to be discussed?

Very different people take part in those discus-
sions. When a group is formed we usually have 
only a vague (and sometimes mistaken) idea of 
the capacities or desires of the persons who join. 
Rather than trying to interview participants befo-
re the start of the program, and try to guess what 
they will enjoy, I prefer to allow the story to do its 
work and engage the imagination and curiosity 
of the readers. The results are often unexpected 
and revealing. In any event, it would be presump-
tuous for us to try to predict what others desire, 
what others are really interested in. I’ll never for-
get how astonished I was at the reaction of one of 
the participants in a discussion held in an extre-
mely poor barrio outside of Buenos Aires. We were 
exchanging remarks after reading a story by the 

3  Jorge Luis Borges, “Emma Zunz”, El Aleph, Buenos Aires, 
Emecé Editores, 1957.

Argentinean writer Daniel Moyano4, dealing most-
ly with a couple of actors falling out of love. At one 
point, one young woman said “You know what 
my greatest wish is for our barrio? I would like 
just once, just once, to have a ballet group come 
to perform here”. Who could have predicted such 
an unexpected and precise longing in a barrio that 
lacked even clean water, and proper sewers? So 
trying to tailor the story to an audience is pro-
bably both presumptuous and useless.

One often hears that reading material for ol-
der people should be gentle, optimistic, prefe-
rably dealing with memories. But is it really so? 
Actually, we have found that it is the toughness 
of the old woman who refuses to be defeated by 
her physical problems in Eudora Welty’s “The 
Worn Path” that interested and pleased a group 
of Senior citizens. Older participants sometimes 
begin by resisting stories with too much turmoil – 
they’re not supposed to like that – but in fact they 
enjoy being drawn into an interesting discussion 
no matter what the subject and they are pleased 
to contribute to the conversation, to hear them-
selves on unexpected subjects. They apprecia-
te being treated as intelligent individuals rather 
than as fragile old dears who need to be protected 
from too much excitement. 

Similarly, people who are incarcerated don’t 
necessarily want to hear about violence and cri-
me. Form them stories can open windows to the 
outside, help them reflect and talk about a variety 
of subjects. A story like “Searching for Zaabâlawî” 
by the Egyptian writer Naguib Mahfouz5 that de-

4  Daniel Moyano, “Artistas de variedad”, La espera y otros 
eventos, Buenos Aires: CEAL, 1987.

5  Naguib Mahfouz, “A la recherche de Zaabâlawî”, L’amour au 
pied des piramides, Paris, Babel, 2002.

scribes a mysterious quest for some loving cha-
racter, can provoke a moving exchange about 
hope, about a future out of prison.

So if things are so unpredictable, can we still 
establish some useful criteria for choosing sto-
ries?

One rapid, fairly dependable experiment to see 
whether a story is suitable is to look whether it of-
fers a number of “shadows”. Even a cursory rea-
ding with this question in mind will help put aside 
stories that are too didactic and therefore unable 
to simulate the imagination. Hopefully, an expe-
rienced reader will also notice, even during a first 
perusal, whether the story has poetic qualities: 
are different voices heard, are there unexpected 
twists in the narrative, interesting oppositions, 
striking images? But the initial “shadow” test is 
perhaps the most convenient one; stories with 
crystal clear didactic messages will probably not 
yield an interesting discussion and might as well 
be discarded from consideration.
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PART II - To SAy And To do
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“Why do these people call themselves ‘improb-
ables’? What are they up to?” – we have been asked 
by a well known Italian journalist living in Mel-
bourne. The idea comes from back when we were 
just getting started, from a bulletin entitled “The 
Improbables” that was issued by a Hirschmanian 
group at the Department of Economics of Naples 
University back in the nineties (part of the first is-
sue was published in the previous Dossier on this 
site). Since the realm of the possible generally en-
compasses more than just the probable, as Albert 
taught us, a space exists in which the improbable 
is nevertheless possible: this is the niche in which 
we have located ourselves and developed.

Moreover, the individual stories that we grad-
ually (and concisely) publish here give an idea of 
what the 2016 improbables are doing. They rep-
resent the front line in a much larger network in-
spired by the Colorni-Hirschman outlook that has 
grown with time around the founders of our insti-
tute. The economic arm of this network is mov-
ing ahead (rather successfully) in various forms 
(family businesses, SMEs, coops, corporations) 
in different sectors and regions of Italy; while the 
cultural, political and administrative arm of the 
same network is now organizing itself around a 
few regional and national think-tanks to help up-
grade and accelerate the process of reform that 
the country needs. These theoretical and practi-
cal activities, which we regularly document, are 
of course in search of partners and friends around 
the world with whom to exchange experiences 
and suggestions. 

The Improbables 2016

Ciro Accetta - public manager.

Rosaria Amantea - architect.

Angela Arbitrio - Sector manager, Sviluppo Basilicata, 
Potenza.

1. THE ImPRObAbLES

Aniello Ascolese - private teacher, Pagani (Na).

Valeria Aniello - senior manager, Nucleo valutazione 
Regione Campania, Napoli.

Maria Ariano - World Bank.

Liliana Baculo - past University professor, Napoli.

Vito Belladonna - training and evaluation consultant, 
Bari.

Tito Bianchi - Prime Minister’s Office, Italy.

Rosaria Bruno - doctor.

Renato Bruno - entrepreneur, Grottaminarda (Av) and 
Piacenza.

Filippo Bucarelli - entrepreneur.

Daniela Caianiello - Public Finance general manager, 
Comune di Pozzuoli (Na).

Nicola Campoli - functionary Unione Industriali, Napoli.

Antimo Caputo - entrepreneur, Napoli.

Nicola Caputo - entrepreneur and member of European 
Parliament, Teverola (Ce) and Brussels.

Paolo Caputo –entrepreneur and business consultant, 
Napoli.

Alberto Carzaniga - manager and Undersecretary of 
State, Milano.

Roberto Celentano - researcher, Napoli.

Serafino Celano - consultant.

Silvia Celli - teacher.

Marco Chiauzzi - Public Finance general manager, 
Comune di Afragola (Na).

Brunella Chiodo - manager, Lamezia Terme (Cz).

Antonella Ciaramella - member of Regional Council, 
Regione Campania.

Francesco Cicione - entrepreneur, Lamezia Terme (Cz).

Franco Saverio Cioffi - temporary manager and business 
consultant, Bagnoli (Na).

Vittorio Coda - University Professor, Milan.

Nicola Corrado - Department Start-up and Innovation, 
Regione Campania, Stabia (Na).

Giusi Crimi - manager, Lamezia Terme (Cz).

Alberto Criscuolo - World Bank.

Enzo de Bernardo - Director, Federsolidarietà. Roma.

Anna De Caro - collaborator European Commission, 
Cetraro (Cs). 

Giovanna del Gaudio - researcher and entrepreneur, 
Stabia (Na).

Mariabrigida Del Monaco - Sector manager, Sviluppo 
Campania, Maddaloni (Ca).

Marika de Rosa, comunication manager.

Massimo d’Esposito - entrepreneur, Napoli.

Gennaro di Cello - manager and social entrepreneur, 
Lamezia Terme (Cz).

Amedeo Di Marco - industrial consultant, Cava dei Tirreni 
(Sa).

Tommaso di Nardo - business consultant, Villaricca (Na) 
and Roma.

Paolo Di Nola - director Invitalia, Gragnano (Na) and 
Roma.

Leonida Di Salvo - lawyer, Giugliano in Campania (Na).

Paolo di Virgilio - public administrator, Campania. 

Caterina Farao - network coordinator, graduate student, 
Giussago (Pv).

Tania Fedeli - student and activist, Stabia (Na).

Alan Ferrari - member of Italian Parliament, Giussago 
(Pv).

Rosalba Filosa, past University professor, Napoli.

Elena Girasella - director Liaison office Università, 
Messina.

Wendly Harcourt - University Professor, the Hague.

Alessandro La Grassa - director CRESM, third sector, 
Partanna (Tr).

Nicola Lamberti - entrepreneur and mayor, Borgarello 
(Pv).

Vincenzo Lorenzini - public consultant.

Massimo Lucidi - journalist, Napoli e Brescia.

Irene Magistro - lawyer, entrepreneur.

Marco Marchese - OECD.

Domenico Marino - University professor, Reggio Calabria.

Vinni Marino - Director, Conf-cooperative, Roma.

Onofrio Maragò - director Field Foundation, Sant’Onofrio 
(VV)

Mita Marra - University professor, Salerno e Napoli.

Patrizia Massano - consultant.

Francesco Messina - entrepreneur and business 
consultant, Catania.

Mario Minoia - University Professor, Udine.

Gianni Molinari - journalist, Potenza e Napoli.

Anna Morrone - school director Ministry of Educationr, 
Ravenna e Roma.

Demetrio Naccari Carlizzi - politician.

Sebastiano Patti - University teacher, Catania.

Remigio Picone - researcher, Harvard.

Monica Romis - consultant.

Daniele Rossi - Confindustria, Roma.

Claudio Sardoni - Universitry professor, Roma.

Adriano Scaletta - functionary Anvur, Roma.

Laura Tagle - evaluator development programs, Roma.

Giaccio Trabalzini - cultural organizer.

Raffaele Trapasso - OECD.

Agatina Verruso - cultural organizer, Montesarchio (Bn).

Maria Viscuso - student and business consultant, Catania. 

Fabio Zilberstein - functionary European Commission, 
Brussels . 

Giacomo Zuppolini - student and entrepreneur, Mugnano 
del Cardinale (Av).
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Interview with Vinni Marino, director of Unicaf, 
Confcooperative
edited by Nicoletta Stame
(The complete interview in Italian may be found at 
www.effeddi.it) 

Vincenzo Marino works at Confcooperative, 
the main association representing cooperatives in 
Italy. He directs the national society for assistance 
to businesses. After an initial experience with Ela-
bora, a system company whose main mission is 
assistance in processes of innovative technology 
for organizations, he has since January 2016 been 
General Director of UNICAF (to be called ITALIA CON-
SULTING NETWORK), which gathers together the 
most specialized expertise in the field of business 
consulting for cooperatives.

N. What do you do at Unicaf?

V. As director, I find myself at the center of a 
process of great organizational transformation at 
Confcooperative, in which the service component 
plays a very important part. First at Elabora, whe-
re the main mission was assistance in processes 
of technological integration among the various 
structures of Confcooperative; and now at Unicaf, 
which has been given a pivotal mission in natio-
nal services policy and whose job therefore is to 
explain at the technical level solutions that lead 
to an increase in the level of utility that comes to 
cooperatives in the provision of services. In this 
context a series of operative dimensions present 
themselves, requiring a commitment to the im-
portant task of strengthening the links between 
the territory and the center, between one sector 
and another, and between the horizontal and the 
vertical. This operation of “mending”, or filling in 
some missing links if you like, has led to a defini-

ni and Hirschman isn’t something that happens 
once and for all; it is a process. From this stan-
dpoint I’ve always felt a certain “inadequacy”… 
the fear of being less Hirschmanian than you 
claim to be.

N. The idea that appealing to Hirschman would 
mean knowing everything and doing everything the 
way Hirschman did… no one is capable of that. But 
we work in reverse: precisely because we adopt this 
approach we find that we do things that we later di-
scover can be traced back to that way of thinking

V. Of course. But… Let’s talk about Colorni be-
cause maybe this is where the question begins. 
Criticism of anthropomorphism, the philosophy 
of discovery, openness to dialogue with a view to 
comprehension, the things we know about Color-
ni… I find these very difficult to put into practice. 
Especially as a professional within an organiza-
tion, because as a professional you have to per-
form a role (often you tend to give answers more 
than ask questions). And it’s here that I feel this 
reproach, this inadequacy: I should be more Co-
lornian but I’m not able to...

N. But haven’t you ever felt that you could say: 
“This time I’ve managed to go beyond the limita-
tions of the role…, and do better than before”? 

V. Of course.

N. So let’s talk about concrete cases in which you 
found yourself thinking about your role

Rescuing the company by understanding local 
areas

V. I took charge of the management of a com-
pany (Elabora) that when I took over was in a si-
tuation of default. I was commissioned by the Bo-

tion of Unicaf as the “transmission link” in Confco-
operative’s services policy.

N. How do you see your role in this process? 

V. I’m trying to put these development oppor-
tunities on an operational footing. Of course valu-
ing everyone’s work, making them feel that what 
they do is important… that they are performing 
a useful service, by leveraging people’s desire to 
make a difference. After all, this is how you do 
development. And this is what Luca did with us if 
you like: the way he pushed us to climb higher is 
something you have to try and apply to yourself. 
You have to pay it back by trying to put this lesson 
into practice. Making people feel important and 
pushing them to greater things also gets you bet-
ter results. These are some of the lessons from Co-
lorni and Hirschman that have been a great help 
to me.

N. You are a rare example of a director of a bu-
siness who feels strongly tied to a Colornian and 
Hirschmanian approach. What does this mean in 
practice?

V. The great advantage of having met Colorni 
and Hirschman through Luca is that you enter a 
dimension where the “first derivative is always 
positive”, one of personal and professional 
growth, and you acquire an autonomous point of 
view (although later we have to look into the dif-
ferences between autonomy and independence, 
which in organizations is very important). This is 
by no means common. Your own identity is stren-
gthened and you grow more self-confident in your 
professional career. And this is one of the main re-
asons why so many of Luca’s students have taken 
on various managerial responsibilities. The other 
aspect to consider is that this nod toward Color-

ard of Directors and by Confcooperative, who had 
decided to rescue the company, and I was asked 
to take charge of this and to oversee the recovery 
process. Even though I was not an IT expert, it 
was my job to guarantee the success of this pro-
cess in a company with a prevalently IT mission.

It took me a while to understand that the wor-
ld of Confcooperative is in no way comparable 
to a holding company… where there is a cen-
tral structure that makes decisions that are then 
applied in single local areas often following ne-
gotiations starting from a position of autonomy 
(with no power!). Here the process is reversed. 
The owners, the stakeholders are the local areas. 
So the company’s mission is clearly the result of 
decisions that are made at the level of confedera-
tional and corporate bodies, but then essentially 
depend on the willingness of the local areas to 
adhere to these decisions and make them their 
own.

Within this framework we put the accounts 
back in order. We undertook a rather long but 
important operation of rationalization. The com-
pany had a budget that weighed on the central 
and territorial structures of Confcooperative 
to the tune of at least 3-4 million euros, and we 
brought this to a level that was ten times lower. 
We brought the full-time equivalent workers from 
56 to the current 20, with an improved level of 
service quality. We partly restored the reputation 
of the company, not fully succeeding because 
thanks to the default its reputation was very bad.

With the recent Confcooperative leadership 
change (…), we were able to make sure that the 
good work done by the people who produced 
these results was recognized, and to affirm Ela-
bora’s pivotal role in the national and local Con-
fcooperative system. And this despite the original 
intentions of the new plan which called for a total 
reset of the company.

2. vINNI mARINO: TRYING TO bE COLORNIAN 
IN PRACTICE
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N. And how were you able to do all this?

V. By correctly understanding the pressures and 
desires of the stakeholders concerning the activi-
ties of the company. At a certain point, between 
the position of the in-house technicians, who de-
fended the original company set-up that made it 
ten times more expensive, and the widespread fe-
eling I was getting from my stakeholders, the sha-
reholders, and the association, I chose the second 
way. Even without specialized technical knowle-
dge, I took the position that technology had to 
follow people and not the other way around, so-
mething much easier said than done in a world 
where it is technology that controls behavior. So 
I said to myself: if the demand side (stakeholders, 
local areas) wants something different from what 
was designed to begin with, they want to spend 
less, they want freer conditions for a project they 
see as too centralized and constraining, it’s not for 
a technician to tell me this is something that can’t 
be done. 

So I moved in the direction of rethinking how 
the project was set up so as to broaden alliances 
against those who opposed it. Stakeholders and 
beneficiaries (Confcooperative’s regional servi-
ce centres, regional partnerships) didn’t like the 
original design approach, and I followed them, 
taking upon myself the risk of changing the eco-
nomic balance of the company.

These beneficiaries found themselves with a 
project they considered centralized because it 
called for a confederal information network with 
a single “domain”, a central administrator, and a 
WAN configured with a star point hub inside Ela-
bora. This setup required everyone to pass throu-
gh the hub to utilize internet services and com-
municate with the outside.. It took a bit of time 
and effort, maybe someone else would have done 
it better and faster than me, but the crucial point 

was this: move in the direction of demand. Under-
standing that the stakeholders had other needs…

So I adopted an attitude of honesty (transpa-
rency) about the overall stability of the situation 
rather than withdrawing behind the walls of the 
fortress.

A management style based on responsibility
N. Who helped you with this? 

V. I had to manage the situation while keeping 
the possibility of turnover in the company to an 
absolute minimum. Faced with redundancy in the 
organization and the rationalization priority I di-
dn’t have a free hand to involve people I trusted. 
“Prudence” was advised, we shouldn’t be hiring… 
Having inherited an organization with more than 
50 people, I was allowed to place only 3, with col-
laborative or consultancy contracts, (…) among 
whom a young industrial engineer who had the 
professional qualifications and character to help 
me get the company accounts under control and 
to carry out an operation of business rationaliza-
tion.

N. So you found the right assistants…

V. Yes. For example on the costs of IT mainte-
nance contracts we obtained reductions of 35%. 
And on other costs as well. We set up a not terribly 
sophisticated but very precise mechanism of ma-
nagement control. We instituted a quarterly mo-
nitoring system that allowed us to keep control 
of costs and we were almost always able to stay 
within the predicted budget. We managed to do 
this in an orderly manner.

N. What was your role in this group?

V. I have a somewhat unusual approach to ma-
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N. We can conclude then that you found yourself 
in a position to do something that you didn’t believe 
you could do...and you succeeded… you succeeded 
in doing something you didn’t think you could. 

V. Thanks also to my close colleagues (…) who, 
seeing that I was having a difficult time taking this 
step, supported me and pushed me to make the 
decision. But obviously if you’re the director you 
have to take responsibility for your role. It went 
ahead… to the point that today what we did has 
been recognized in the fact that I’ve been asked to 
direct another company...

Promoting organizational development
There is another thing that I think I did succes-

sfully. In my position as director at Elabora, wor-
king in collaboration with area representatives, I 
built the logic system of the Department for Deve-
lopment Policy of Confcooperative. I planned this 
6 years ago, (…) and I think I put into it my entire 
store of Hirschmanian knowledge and references. 
(…)

Even without formal recognition of its patri-
mony, the work that I did then culminated in 2013 
in the actual activation of the Department of De-
velopment as one of the pillars of Confcooperati-
ve’s new organizational structure, alongside the 
Department for the Representation of associated 
cooperatives and the Administrative and Organi-
zational departments. The heart of what Confco-
operative does passes through the Department 
of Development and the Organizational Depart-
ment, the latter concerned with the organization’s 
internal affairs, while the former handles relations 
with the cooperatives and thus with new develop-
ments. (…)

The spring and summer of 2014 saw the ope-
ning of a crucial phase in the history of Confco-
operative, because it was then that the Organi-

zational Conference was first launched. (…) This 
too was a very delicate operation. Even though 
fully aware of the weight of prejudice that hung 
over the work done in these years, I offered my 
services to the Deputy Secretary-General and 
helped him with the operational implementation 
of the Department of Development. Everything 
Confcooperative is doing on this front (from mu-
tual health insurance to policies for members, 
from the reorganization of confederal service 
structures to the repositioning of “system com-
panies”) is embedded in the Development De-
partment and is the result of a joint effort with 
the Deputy Secretary-General, who incorporated 
many of the ideas developed over the summer of 
2014. In short, the Confcooperative Department 
for Development Policy came into being thanks 
to an effort inspired by knowledge in the area of 
development and was able to get off the ground 
thanks also to the fact the I did everything possi-
ble – even against my own interests – to see that 
this process came to fruition. (…)

In this context, one of the topics we dealt with 
was the repositioning of the “system companies”: 
Elabora (which I was director of) and Unicaf (of 
which I have just become director now).

But here again, cooperation couldn’t be taken 
for granted. Elabora was focused on technology. 
And the path we took immediately put in que-
stion my own professional placement: in a com-
pany that dealt exclusively with technology we 
thought it was more in line with their needs to 
assign the role of director (or chief executive) to 
that managing engineer I was able to hire whom I 
mentioned before, who for some years had filled 
a strategic role in the company’s reorganization 
process.

Unicaf, the company I’ve just recently become 
director of, has become the heart of Confcoopera-
tive’s services policy toward its members. Unicaf 

nagement. I work best with people who are cleve-
rer than me, who accept their responsibilities and 
are able to carry them out independently. People 
who work with me take full responsibility, which 
includes a mechanism of trust that operates until 
there is proof to the contrary. And I have this de-
fect that makes it hard for me to forget negative 
things: I remember people who avoid or shirk re-
sponsibilities.

I’m not especially good when put on the spot; 
sometimes I get nervous. But then in the medium 
term I’m actually quite cold-blooded. I cut people 
who weren’t able to take a sufficient degree of re-
sponsibility concerning the company’s new orga-
nizational and strategic plan.

I was a novice when I arrived and for me it was 
traumatic having to fire people. With time I lear-
ned that these operations were and are neces-
sary in making things work and saving the jobs of 
others. Vigilance and a capacity for discernment 
are essential in these things. The world we live in 
no longer allows you to be slack and inefficient. In 
this context references to the theme of slack (Hir-
schman) and efficiency gains were important and 
helped me a lot.

I also have to say that I had the problem of not 
being a business expert. I had to learn this bit. (…) 
We worked to bring about a great transformation 
of Elabora from a liability into a generator of va-
lue. Dismantling the technical focus meant di-
smantling product-based work (self-referential) 
and redirecting it within a mindset that favors uti-
lity to the client and the stakeholders.

Mastering the technology
We should note that the world of technology is 

normally presented to us by the suppliers. More 
often than not they are the ones who impose so-
lutions on you. The big change was moving from 
simply swallowing what the market fed you to a 

selective rationale that would get you what you 
actually needed. (…) And IT technicians often use 
their knowledge as an instrument of power. Se-
duced by the latest innovations, they get you to 
adopt solutions that protect their position, pro-
vide them with professional training, and keep 
them at the technological cutting edge… even if 
they are things you hardly ever use.

This was the most difficult job. Subverting this 
way of thinking. Taking the risks… For example 
they get you to buy a SAN (Storage Area Network) 
that costs hundreds of thousands of euros rather 
than NAS (Network-attached Storage), which co-
sts much less, because they’re working at the van-
guard of innovation. (…) The hard part is dismant-
ling their technological empire without losing 
dependability and continuity of service.

The most delicate move was in 2009 and 2010. 
I fired the chief of the tech area and his direct as-
sociate, who had not only shown that they were 
unable to adapt to an approach based on utility, 
they were also disloyal. I decided to radicalize 
my line of reasoning and I took a risk that might 
have ended up destroying the heart of the com-
pany. And in doing this I recklessly pursued what I 
took to be the needs of the clients / owners. In late 
2010, after having thought about it for two years 
and completed the technical preparations I went 
ahead with the summary dismissals.

N. Do you feel that taking this risk was a positive 
thing? And that you did it well, this thing that you 
took a risk for? 

V. Certainly. That’s exactly how I feel. And that 
it’s taking the risk that makes you strong. I woul-
dn’t call myself a visionary. It’s more like I find a 
way of adapting to the context. But there are ti-
mes when you have to force yourself… you have 
to turn the page.
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in fact owns the construction process for all the 
service relationships between Confcooperative 
and the cooperatives, through the establishment 
of a network of Confcooperative area CSCs (Cor-
porate Service Centers).

In fact, the issue of the relationship with local 
areas has intensified and I have become the ma-
nager of this network… I have a team of 4 or 5 
people, but in reality my team is made up of the 
professionals from Confcooperative’s 50 area 
Service Centers.

I think that my appointment as Director was 
also a recognition of the work I’ve done during 
these years. Today, I would say, I’m trying to put 
Colornism and Hirschmanism into practice in my 
new job. I’m trying to put through a project of ser-
vices reform in an environment that was deeply 
affected by the economic crisis. When you have 
economic and financial problems etc. you tend to 
concentrate on yourself rather than working with 
others. From this point of view we’re trying to 
“sail into the wind”, trying to construct mechani-
sms for building up trust in these subjects so that 
they will work together more within the network.

From being right to getting results
Now, with respect to the connection with Co-

lorni and Hirschman, I make the same objection 
Ray Pawson made at the Montepulciano meeting 
in May of 2015. And that is: “you’re doing wonder-
ful things, but so do other people”. And basical-
ly, it’s true… the rehabilitation of Elabora could 
have been done by others.. What is the added 
value that comes from our connection? One way 
to put it would be: at a certain point you have to 
decided whether it’s worth more to be right or to 
get results.

In this phase I’m at the center of this change. 
I would say that up to now my appeal to Colorni 
and Hirschman has been mostly a way of saying 

I was right, rather than a practical way of getting 
results… And to me this is the real step forward. I 
think I am accomplishing, and even quite rapidly, 
this transformation from being right to getting re-
sults.

These worlds won’t acknowledge that you are 
right. On the contrary, wanting to be right can 
be an insurmountable obstacle to getting resul-
ts. There’s even a colleague of mine who tells me 
that the truth comes down from power (sic!)

There is also a non-trivial relational aspect 
to this. For all we know, Colorni and Hirschman 
were “simple” people from a relational point of 
view… they didn’t make people uncomfortable 
in relationships… I think this is an important 
point. If you eliminate temperamental irritability, 
selfishness, etc. from a relationship you will get 
the desired result more easily. But this is exact-
ly why I insist that appealing to Hirschman and 
Colorni is a process: if the appeal is immature, 
undertaken in a context of self-protection so that 
it becomes an “ideological” model that you use 
as a basis for how to function in the world, then 
it becomes an anticolornian error of approach. It 
is an ongoing process and you must not imagine 
that you can harness reality with your model like 
someone arrogantly claiming to have an explana-
tion for everything. On the contrary, you should 
try to talk things through, to see what you can get 
today and what you can get tomorrow.

Possibilism and the entrepreneurial experience
I do not think that the entrepreneurial and ma-

nagerial experience is very compatible with the 
logic of indefinite possibilism. The fact is you are 
required to respond within the (very!) short time 
frame given to you by the market and your board 
of directors. If you don’t come up with the goods, 
people won’t wait for you.

From this point of view the world of the confe-

deration is especially interesting. Because in our 
entrepreneurial role we certainly live in the di-
mension of market utility, but this happens within 
a world of associations where the dynamics are 
political. Certain strictly business and market for-
ces can be mediated by political and associative 
needs. You can take more time in order to practice 
tactics, but this makes our job even more difficult. 
And in this an appeal to Hirschman and Colorni 
can be of great help.

And it is in this sense that I consider myself to 
be at the halfway mark, not entirely “adequate”.

N. But no. Talking about “inadequacy” means 
thinking you can’t do it. But you know you have to 
change and you’re already changing: it’s not the 
same thing.

V. But for me inadequacy is a driving force. It’s 
how I work. My insecurities urge me on.

N. It’s like when Hirschman talks about the “hi-
ding hand”: when you meet an unexpected obsta-
cle you do everything you can to overcome it.
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Marco Chiauzzi is director of the financial sector of 
the Municipality of Afragola. In this interview Maria 
Mezzina and Nicoletta Stame asked him about his 
work and about how, in the era of the spending 
review, a town manages to deal with problems of 
normal administration. 

 
Question – Can you describe the basic functions 

you are called upon to perform in your position? 

MC – My job is to provide fiscal, administrati-
ve and accountancy supervision for all acts that 
have to do with spending. It is my duty to ensure 
that everything concerning taxation is carried out 
according to the law, that spending conforms to 
the town’s organizational plan and that the pro-
cedures followed are in conformity with the law. 
It therefore involves verifying the efficiency and 
effectiveness and even the legitimacy of opera-
tions. For these reasons, in fact, any time there is 
a planning session I am involved. Now, for exam-
ple, the Municipality is concluding the planning of 
a three-year public works project and of course 
the financial coverage must be in place. It is a very 
important project to which we have committed a 
very significant number of working hours. On your 
way here you no doubt saw how many building si-
tes are open. Really a lot of them. 

The spending review: better spending 
for citizens’ services 

Q – With the financial squeeze, you too, as a mu-
nicipality, have designed a sort of spending review, 
have you not? 

MC – Certainly, but we have decided not to 
keep our money locked up in a drawer. Everything 
we manage to save is earmarked for investments. 
For example, for years now I’ve been working on 

so-called “expired residuals”: the State decided 
at a certain point to take back all the money that 
hadn’t been spent, which amounted to seven mil-
lion euros. I worked on this and thanks also to the 
mayor we got the money back in the end. 

This way it was possible to finance routine 
maintenance and repairs for parks and muni-
cipal assets as well as cemetery services. It may 
seem morbid, but these services are essential to 
the economics of our projects: the historic Afra-
gola cemetery is full. With the money we recove-
red we distributed burial niches, and managing 
these puts us in a position to finance a very lar-
ge project, worth two million euros. In this way, 
the expansion of the cemetery becomes a self-fi-
nancing project. The management of the niches 
allows us to use the money we have to construct 
new ones rather than to pay current expenses. 
Current revenues, rather than being used to pay 
staff and thus simply “burned”, go instead to in-
vestments that result in benefits to the citizenry. 

Q – What sort of spending autonomy do you have?

MC – Things have changed recently. Previously, 
90% of the funds available to towns were transfers 
from the State. Now that such transfers are down 
to around 60%, the institution’s capability in col-
lecting its own resources has grown appreciably. 
Actually, I view the reduction in transfers from the 
center as an opportunity, because we have been 
forced to find other funds. For example, whereas 
previously, since the ICI [Imposta Comunale sugli 
Immobili, Municipal Property tax] was cut, we were 
not able to utilize current revenues, now – thanks 
to our effective reorganization – we can. In the last 
five years our financial independence has grown 
from 40%, the level in 2006, to today’s 60%: pre-
viously, out of every 100 euros of municipal reve-

nue, 60 came from the State and 40 from us; today 
it’s just the opposite.

Before, it worked like this: the town’s current 
account with the Bank of Italy was a sort of cash 
fund that was replenished by the State only when 
it fell below a certain limit. This meant that at 
the end of the year the money that had not been 
spent became classed as residual. If the Municipa-
lity was not able to spend the money it went back 
to the State as “expired funds”. But in Afragola we 
were able to get it back.

The example of group foster homes
To recover money we also took action in the 

case of group foster homes. These represent a 
very delicate issue because when you go after 
money intended for disadvantaged children the 
reaction you get makes you feel like the lowest 
thug on earth. But the actual situation neverthe-
less needs an objective eye because there are lots 
of people who take advantage of children, mainly 
because it’s one of those things nobody checks up 
on. We were spending an average of 125 euros a 
day on each child, an excessive cost. The munici-
pality had accumulated arrears of 300,000 euros 
for some group foster homes. So it was decided 
that we should look into these expenses, and the 
discussion (and clarifications) began.

The people running group foster homes poin-
ted to the fact that the children were there as a 
result of decisions by the juvenile court judge. So 
I went to speak directly with the judge to explain 
the town’s position and the claims of the group 
homes. The judge, an extraordinary woman, im-
mediately took my side, encouraging me to look 
carefully at how the money was being spent in 
order to prevent cheating and abuse. In the me-
etings with the group foster homes, she assured 
me, I would have her support. Then I called upon 

all of the homes to enter into a new agreement by 
which a lower figure would be paid for each child, 
more in line with actual costs, of 60 euros a day. 
Whoever agreed to this new arrangement would 
be paid the arrears in a lump sum starting the next 
day. When I told them I had spoken with the jud-
ge, a dozen of the foster homes out of about 15 
accepted.

In this way, the expenses for group foster 
homes were reduced from 2,536,000 euros to 
1,350,000 euros, an annual saving of around 
1,240,000 euros. There are in any case exceptions: 
in some group homes, those for example that 
host children with Down syndrome and have a 
very special psychological program, we pay 120 
euros per month for each child. There are around 
160 children in foster homes and there is no tur-
nover. When they enter at a very young age – one 
to four years old – they are usually adopted; but 
if they are adolescents and have a past record of 
abuses and especially of conflictual relations with 
the justice system, nobody will take them. They 
stay in the group foster home until they’re 18, at 
which time they are expelled from the system and 
… who knows what happens to them. So a child 
that comes in and is over 10 years old becomes a 
dependent of the municipality until the age of 18, 
with an expense period of 8/10 years.

Q – How can you make sure that the spending 
review doesn’t reduce the quality of services? 

MC – In the case of the group homes I send the 
local police. In plain clothes, obviously, and with 
great discretion. Actually, the inspections show 
that the children are very well treated: they eat 
organic food, they study, the psychologist is avai-
lable whenever needed. Not that a group foster 
home is a true family, but since the boarding fee 
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came down situations have not worsened, which 
was what worried us the most.

But we do try to promote adoption and family 
foster care. We did a training course for 45 families 
to start up foster care and we give 500 euros a mon-
th for every child in a foster family; which is a better 
situation because they are in a family and not an or-
phanage. Actually, in terms of savings, every child 
that used to cost the municipality 125 euros a day 
now costs 60 euros a day in a group foster home or 
6000 euros a year in foster care with a family.

Q – Were there problems from a legislative and 
administrative point of view, or did the law help you? 

MC – I was sure we would run into trouble. But 
after speaking with the juvenile court judge I am 
convinced of the absolute conformity of our pro-
cedures with the law: in fact the judge sometimes 
cites us as an example and our social workers 
know that the new situation is absolutely above 
reproach. It’s actually a great help to have good 
relations with other institutions. It takes a lot of 
time and effort, but at the end it can be done. In 
fact, the judge is always available when I call her 
about an emergency.

Right now we are having to deal with a case 
of the children of several families that live in the 
“Salicelle” houses (public housing in a somewhat 
run-down area) belonging to large families with 
up to 20 children who get sent out to beg and who 
have all been taken into the care of the social ser-
vices to prevent this.

Q - Do you work with municipal social services or 
with private companies?

MC – We work with the social assistants of the 
local district, of which our town is the lead partner 

(in Social District 7 the Municipalities are Afragola, 
Cardito, Caivano e Crispano). Our social workers 
cover the entire field; they are highly competent 
and have created a good relationship with the ASL 
[Local Health Agency] (ASL NA 2 North Health Ser-
vice Districts 44 and 45). There are also qualified 
private structures in the area. There is a man from 
Afragola who has invested heavily to help children 
in Cameroon, where he has built a hospital finan-
ced entirely by himself, and when a child from 
Afragola is in serious difficulty he takes him/her 
into his private facility, which is of very high quali-
ty. He is the person we go to when there is a case 
that is truly desperate. Our head of civil defense 
is an orthopedist who has a business with 80 em-
ployees that makes orthopedic supplies (Ortope-
dia Ruggero): he also provides material when we 
need it.

The importance of partnerships 
Q – How long did it take to put together a 

network of effective partnerships both within and 
outside the municipality? 

MC – The fact is, the network is not yet comple-
te and I’ve been working on it from the very start. 
When our purposes coincide we are able to work 
in partnership with some other Municipalities; 
otherwise it’s difficult.

On the other hand, we do have good relations 
with the Ministry of Finance and with its internal 
general accounting office, the RGS [Ragioneria 
Generale dello Stato]. When we have procedural 
questions we turn to the RGS, where there are 
talented young people – one is from Aversa and 
one from Formia – who carry out the inspections 
and with whom I’m in contact once a week. Every 
decision includes them as well. The partnership 
began following an inspection… often these good 
working partnerships come about by chance. Our 

relationship with the Prefecture and the Court of 
Audit is more problematic.

The advantages of having the accounts in order 
In fact our administration is smart: everyone is 

perfectly confident, even from a purely electoral 
point of view, that an administration with balan-
ced books is better than one with its accounts in 
disorder, one that is that perpetrates scams and 
crooked financial dealings and in so doing squan-
ders the consensus it has won.

In addition, it is no secret that the banks also 
have an informal rating system. The owner of a 
company with public contracts that is doing some 
work near here went to the bank to discount an 
invoice. At the bank they asked him if the invoice 
had been issued for the Municipality of Naples or 
of Afragola. Since it was for Afragola the bank ma-
nager discounted it for him immediately. So the 
businessman asked him: “Why? If it had been for 
Naples?”. “No, for Naples no one would discount 
it”, was the plain and honest answer. So, sure, with 
the banks we enjoy a certain credibility. It’s an ad-
vantage because this way companies come back 
to Afragola and when there’s a bid to be made that 
needs to come down by a point or two, the com-
pany will do it because they know for certain that 
they’ll be paid straightaway. In other municipali-
ties they have to wait years to get their money, if 
they get it at all. And so the tenders called by these 
municipalities only get bids from three companies, 
like in Naples when there was a tender offered 
with European funds. Here, the last call for bids for 
repair and maintenance of the roads attracted 123 
companies. The contract was awarded with a di-
scount of 64%. Obviously, the company could have 
been expected to cut corners, saving on materials, 
labour, workers’ safety, or something else. But 
no: the control over materials used, construction 

methods, personnel utilized (they all wore hel-
mets!) was continuous and stringent. They did a 
fantastic job: the roads have come back to life and 
the citizens are happy. Where there used to be ho-
les and uneven pavement with no sidewalks and 
cars speeding dangerously, people now go for a 
walk. And then, with a 64% reduction at the out-
set, the money set aside to repair one road was in 
the end enough to allow us to repair two.

Q - An excellent job, when did it begin?

MC – Actually, a move along these lines had 
already been set up. I’m just pushing it forward. 
Starting in 2000, when I got here, up to 2006, I wor-
ked with an excellent manager who had to start 
from a position far behind mine. He was the one 
who organized the finance office with three peo-
ple on the accounts received side whose sole job 
was to deal with cash and to regularize positions 
not in conformity with the law, and three on the 
accounts payable side who are very skillful and 
quick in organizing adjustments and commitmen-
ts, and a really smart woman in the budget office. 
In short, a very respectable office.

Even sharing our accounting data has brought 
us good results. Because when we introduce our-
selves as the town of Afragola, a municipality nor-
th of Naples, everybody stiffens a bit and suspi-
cions arise: camorra, corruption, kickbacks. But 
then when they discover that the accounts are re-
ally OK and that this regularity and transparency 
has been the rule for some time, everyone relaxes 
and things run smoothly. I would even hope that 
by the end of the next financial year Afragola will 
be within the parameters that the Ministry has set 
for virtuous towns of Italy.
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(excerpt from N. Stame, “Enti pubblici territoriali e 
buon governo”, in M. Minoja, ed., “Il buon governo. 
Insegnamenti dalle storie di imprese, istituzioni e 
realtà locali” [Good Government. Lessons learned 
from firms, institutions and local communities], 
Milano, Egea, 2016. This note refers to a study of the 
Municipality of Reggio Emilia included in M. Minoja, 
ed., “Bene comune e comportamenti responsabili” 
[The Common Good and Responsible Behaviour], 
Milano, Egea, 2015. The citations come from that text)

Since the beginning of the postwar period, the 
Municipality of Reggio Emilia has served as an 
example of coexistence between left-wing admi-
nistration and private business that features coo-
perative solidarity and innovative drive. With the 
administration led by Antonella Spaggiari (1991-
2004) this cultural underpinning was transformed 
into an explicit partnership between public and 
private that carried out important projects of in-
ternational scope and extended timescale, inclu-
ding the restoration of the Basilica della Ghiara, 
the Reggio campus of the University of Modena 
and Reggio, the high-speed railway station “Reg-
gio Emilia AV Mediopadana”.

Under the guidance of mayor Graziano Delrio 
and Director General Mauro Bonaretti, the Muni-
cipality of Reggio Emilia has since brought to life 
a soft governance model, creating a network that 
brings together businesses, cooperatives and vo-
lunteer organizations both to design policy and 
implement initiatives.

The strategy of the Delrio administration (2004-
2013) is clearly outlined in the paper on the “Ge-
neral condition of the city” (Minoia, 2015, p.325), 
in which Delrio sums up the general lines he wants 
to pursue during his second mandate. Agreeable 
to a plurality of stakeholders, they provide for citi-

zen involvement not only in determining the city’s 
needs but in responding to them.

The main lines of the document are organized 
around three axes, or “challenges” (ibid, p.326): 

• economy: construct “a strong and competitive 
economy that creates widespread wealth and 
job stability”, based on a knowledge economy, 
sustainable and innovative development, and 
the consolidation of certain specific skills (chil-
dhood and education, green economy, mecha-
tronics, agrifood)

• community: build “a strong community that 
promotes knowledge, participation, and a safe 
and independent life that lasts as long as pos-
sible”, developing a rationale for welfare based 
on the concept of responsibility and general 
commitment

• territory: promote a “region of quality that fo-
sters relations between people and the city, 
preserving its resources for the future genera-
tions”.

What distinguishes the experience of the Deli-
rio-Bonaretti government in implementing this stra-
tegy is the strong integration between politics and 
administration. Borghi, president of the Industrial 
Union, recognizes that the Municipality has not only 
come up with the idea, “but also put in the follow-up 
work to carry it off” (ibid, p.328). 

This integrated conception of the relationship 
between politics and administration is based on 
two innovations:
• a new way of understanding politics as the con-

nection between policy/programs/actions
• an organization of the municipality’s ma-

cro-structure according to a specific distinction 
(and integration) between areas of staff and lines.
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The distinction between policy, programs and 
actions specifies that:

Policies are what the mayor has agreed upon 
with the other social actors. Policies represent the 
staff dimension, each being overseen by a policy 
manager:
1. The inclusive city with its social capital
2. The sustainable city
3. The city of the university, of knowledge and of 

economic development

These policies are subdivided into broad pro-
grams:
1. The inclusive city with its social capital is sub-

divided into:
A. Policies promoting social cohesion and so-

lidarity
B. Policies promoting integration, inclusive-

ness, and coexistence

2. The sustainable city is subdivided into:
A. Transportation policy
B. Policies for care of the city and environmen-

tal sustainability

Each program is implemented by five manage-
ment areas. These areas design projects, develop 
specific goals, carry out actions.

The five management areas, which represent 
the vertical line dimension, are:
• Services to individuals
• Services to the city
• Engineering and management of infrastructure
• Strategic planning
• General management (legal and financial servi-

ces, personnel management, information tech-
nology, etc.).
This distinction between levels of policy and 

across functions, unique to my knowledge, is 

are undertaking a certain activity or project rather 
than another”. This is certainly more difficult for 
managers than what they usually do, for exam-
ple when they insist on their own exclusive com-
petence in delivering services decided upon by 
someone else, or when they try to “replicate the 
creation of services even at the governance level”. 
And this has also been evident in the difficulty of 
“passing down” the new way of thinking, not least 
because of “problems at the level of communica-
tion with internal staff (…) due to its high level of 
rigidity and to the hierarchical nature of internal 
relations” (ivi, p. 339). Evidently some areas are 
more impervious than others to Delrio and Bona-
retti’s matrix structure.

Seen from the perspective of the management 
areas, this relationship of integration between ad-
ministration and politics can be captured in the 
programming and budget systems, as well as in 
those of personnel management.

Specifically, the planning, programming and 
supervisory service, one of the five management 
areas, has changed the traditional way of formu-
lating the budget, based on incremental (or, given 
the times, decremental) reasoning, transforming 
it into a process that starts with the policies and 
the services to be offered (based on an analysis of 
needs and of the context) and aims to calculate 
the resources necessary to carry out the policy 
objectives – as Bonaretti says (ibid., p. 339), ad-
ding that “this new system of programming is the 
element that has brought about the real change 
of viewpont in the heads of the managers.”

Not only were some of the usually ignored re-
quirements of the legislative decree (D.lgs. 150/09) 
actually met, such as the temporal alignment of 
budget and programming documents, but a cost 

perhaps the arrangement that best allows evalua-
tion of public policy, making it clear how projects 
implemented by the administration (or even – as 
in the Reggio Emilia tradition and occurring ever 
more frequently – outsourced to external institu-
tions) are able to achieve the desired policy goals 
(decided by politics but supported by a corre-
sponding administration). The distinction also al-
lows the goals of the actions to be operationalized 
in a way that is coherent with the policy goals.

What is new about this type of organization 
is that policy areas cut across the traditional po-
litical spheres (departments) and thus mediate 
between politics and management, which may 
not always be appreciated by individual depart-
ments heads jealous to protect their own terri-
tory, but which nevertheless embodies the auspi-
cious formula of rapprochement between politics 
and administration. Naturally – as Bonaretti no-
tes – making a selection among priorities is tiring 
and leads to micro-conflicts that can definitely be 
managed more successfully when leadership is 
strong” (ibid, p. 337). To overcome such conflicts, 
politicians would need not only to share the same 
political strategy, but also to put their minds to 
how to actually put it into practice.

This system – continues Bonaretti (ibid., p. 
338) – “has allowed the internalization of typical 
political processes of mediating among interests 
which, instead of being left to the parties, have 
been in part institutionalized within the admini-
strative process”. Naturally, this means that ma-
nagers must be able to take on board a “mindset 
of leadership and governance, or policy”, which 
Bonaretti defines as “reviewing accounts and 
reports, understanding how much what you are 
doing costs, learning as much as you can before 
making a decision, and understanding why you 

accounting system was adopted which, given its 
ability to calculate the unit costs of services, has 
allowed a review of some costly external agree-
ments as well as a rethinking of the most efficient 
modes of service delivery, the opening hours of 
the premises, etc. In addition, in keeping with the 
policy of soft governance, the program includes 
businesses and organizations the city works with, 
producing a sort of consolidated budget that ta-
kes into account all the activities of the network 
coordinated by the Municipality.

Also in the case of the evaluation of managers 
the line of reasoning is consistent with the idea of 
making managers responsible for policy. The idea 
is to “make professional roles fit with the orga-
nization of the work, recognizing and promoting 
their transversal nature, multi-functionality, spe-
cialization and flexibility” and to adapt the trai-
ning plan accordingly (ibid., p. 342). And based on 
this link between policy complexity and professio-
nal roles, the variable part of their salary is subdi-
vided, with 85% representing the position (calcu-
lating problem-solving ability and the complexity 
of decision-making) and 15% the performance 
(achievement of objectives).1

The experience of Reggio Emilia is definitely a 
case of good governance, and the Minoja analy-
sis documents the results achieved in the various 
areas of action as defined in the report of the 
2009-2014 term of office: innovation and territory, 
welfare, education, social cohesion, participation 
and volunteer work, sport and culture, environ-
ment quality and urban mobility, administrative 
simplification. In all these cases, which can only 
be mentioned here, it is clear how the lines of the 
three major policy areas were reflected in the va-
rious activities and initiatives pursued.

The leadership of the city of Reggio Emilia 
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has used various methods recommended by cur-
rent New Public Management models, but has 
deviated from them concerning its own guiding 
characteristic, the partnership between politics 
and administration. NPM, in fact, in its polemic 
against inefficient bureaucracy, doesn’t concern 
itself with politics, taking for granted that politi-
cal values are not up for discussion. But this me-
ans that its recipes for good administration run 
the risk of following a technocratic or box-ticking 
mindset that can easily lead to the disempower-
ment of the employees in the institution’s mission 
towards the citizens. The approach taken by the 
Delirio-Bonaretti team, especially in its involve-
ment of other actors, is closer to theories of gover-
nance (especially the “experimental governance” 
of Sabel and Zeitlin, 2012) that focus on the dif-
ficulty of planning lines of action in the complex 
world of globalization and tend to appreciate the 
contribution of administrators who find new solu-
tions to the problems they face.

This is all the more significant in the current 
situation, in which reduced resources combined 
with a demand for expanded services increasingly 
spurs the various social actors to seek partner-
ships through which they may organize networks 
and build systems, provided these are coordina-
ted in such a way as to promote policies of deve-
lopment, knowledge and social cohesion. This is 
a method that has matured over time in Reggio 
Emilia and that – even on the testimony of the 
other city officials interviewed – is not destined to 
fail under a new administration, now that Delrio 
and Bonaretti have migrated toward national po-
litics, with Delrio taking the role of minister and 
Bonaretti that of (his) general manager.

1  This is a hotly debated topic inside NPM systems. There are 
those who argue that the essence of  management is achieving 
results and that performance should be more highly compensated. 
This obviously leads to a discussion of  how operational objectives 
can reflect policy objectives. 

         



bruno Generators, a pocket-sized multinational 111110

manufacture and sale of parts for motorcycles, a 
business that should produce a turnover of over 
40 million a year, once the relaunch of the compa-
nies ECIE and ZADI is completed.

Of the 75 million in sales achieved thanks to 
the generators, around 25 million come from sales 
in England (through BGG UK), 15 from Italy, and 

10 from the rest of Europe, while the remainder is 
split between Africa, Russia and Australia.

The Bruno Group (power generation sector: 
production, sale and leasing of generators).

The role of the family
The development of the generator business 

and the recent entry into the automotive sector 
have not kept the family from maintaining a signi-
ficant commitment to the activity that gave rise to 
the Bruno family’s original entrepreneurial ventu-
re – the marketing of machinery, accessories and 
spare parts for agriculture.

The family nature of its ownership and gover-
nance has been a plus for the Group right from the 

Bruno Generators is a pocket-sized multinational. 
Renato Bruno, general manager of the Group, got 
his degree at Federico II University in Naples, where 
his thesis adviser was Luca Meldolesi. Since then, the 
two have stayed in touch, systematically comparing 
notes on themes such as the role of business and 
entrepreneurship as factors in the socio-economic 
development of the territory.
These notes summarize a study of this business case 
carried out by Mario Minoja and Stefania Bertolini, 
published in M. Minoja, ed., “Bene comune e 
comportamenti responsabili” [The Common Good and 
Responsible Behaviour], Milano, Egea, 2015. 

The prevailing philosophy of the Bruno Group 
has always been to focus on the customer, offe-
ring a personalized service of the highest quality 
and guarding against the ‘temptation’ to relocate 
production to keep down costs. Navigating with 
this ‘compass’, after almost thirty years in busi-
ness the Bruno Group has established itself in the 
sector that produces, markets and leases genera-
tor sets, reaching an annual output of over 10,000 
units, with a range of 1,800 articles destined for 
more than 50 countries and a turnover of 75 mil-
lion euros in 2014, 80% of it from export sales. 
Although well behind leading world groups such 
as Caterpillar, Cummins and Kohler, the Bruno 
Group currently has a significant productive capa-
city at the international level, thanks to its Italian 
production sites at Grottaminarda (AV) (histori-
cally the Group’s headquarters), Pontenure (PC), 
Modugno (BA) and at DDSL (Delta Design Systems 
Limited) (UK), with a total of around 200 employe-
es. Bruno recently took over ZADI, a once-succes-
sful company which had for some time been in 
serious trouble. While ZADI is an automotive bu-
siness quite distant from the generators sector, 
the takeover was based on a positive assessment 

of ZADI’s technological knowledge and expertise. 
A cultural change will now be necessary to bring 
ZADI into line with the prevailing ethos of the rest 
of the Group. 

The Bruno Group was officially founded in 
1977, when Antonio Bruno, on his return after ha-
ving emigrated to Venezuela and after an initial 
investment in a company producing bricks, ope-
ned a small business in the form of an individual 
company for the distribution of agricultural spare 
parts and accessories.

 After 1987, the year it became a limited com-
pany, the business grew rapidly, but the real bo-
ost came from exports. “I had only just become 
an adult when I began visiting other Mediterrane-
an countries”, Bruno recalls. “I went everywhere. 
There was no internet, no cell phones. I took my 
catalog and my suitcase and I tried to sell the pro-
duct”.

True internationalization started in the mid-ni-
neties, thanks to getting a contract with an impor-
tant company in Morocco. After an initial tentative 
approach, the company gradually increased its 
participation in trade fairs around the world and 
gained foreign customers, located primarily in 
Arab countries. 

 Since the beginning of the new century, the 
Group’s growth has been marked by a series of 
acquisitions, mainly in Italy but also abroad. (...) 
Thanks to this process of acquisitions and inter-
nationalization, the Bruno family now has con-
trol of several companies operating in different 
fields: the marketing of machines and other pro-
ducts for agriculture – its ‘traditional’ business – 
now managed by the Bruno Agriculture Division, 
with a turnover of around 20 million a year; the 
manufacture, marketing and leasing of electric 
generators and motor pumps (75 million); the 

start. The unity, mutual affection and trust of the 
brothers have helped maintain a concentration 
of control and a responsiveness in decision-ma-
king even during a period of expanding size. The 
timeliness of decisions and responses to the mar-
ket has proved on more than one occasion to be 
an essential element in winning the competition 
with multinationals “paralyzed” by procedural 
bureaucracy.

There are six Bruno siblings, four brothers and 
two sisters. The sisters have embarked on profes-
sional careers that have taken them far from the 
family business. Their hearts are still at home, 
though, and they have always been close to the 
fortunes of the business, which they strongly feel 
to be a part of their own stories and identities. 
“They worry about our problems and rejoice in 
our successes just as if they were directly involved 
in management”, observes Renato Bruno. (…)

Family upbringing played an important role in 
shaping what Rosanna Bruno calls “managerial 
humanism”, according to which not everything 
can be reduced to numbers. “My father always 
considered work to be the only method of educa-
tion for his six children”, explains Renato Bruno. 
“What could he get us doing when we got out of 
school in the afternoon? The business was for us 
siblings a wonderful laboratory and source of lear-
ning. Even for me, and I was very young when the 
adventure began. My father stood one step back, 
letting us do things on our own and stepping in 
only when we made big mistakes. This attitude 
of his allowed us to gain a great deal of hands-on 
experience.” (…) “We had a healthy family upbrin-
ging”, Rosanna explains, “and we were able to 
take on responsibilities from the time we were litt-
le. This helped us a lot along the career path that 
each of us chose. We don’t normally put off until 
tomorrow what can be done today, we are used to 
valuing and respecting people and being creative 

5. bRUNO GENERATORS, A POCkET-SIzEd 
mULTINATIONAL



bruno Generators, a pocket-sized multinational 113112

in solving problems. These values, applied to life 
in the business, have paid dividends”. (…)

Giuseppe, Ciriaco and Renato have split the 
company shares as well as the tasks within the 
Group. A fourth brother, Maurizio, decided some 
years ago to sell his shares in the company to the 
other three in order to embark on a different care-
er path. (…) 

Despite the relatively young age of the family 
members currently in charge, the generational 
shift and the inclusion in the company of 16 mem-
bers of the third generation has for some years 
been a subject of reflection. (...) The important 
thing is to see to it that the future of the business 
is not influenced by the dynamics of relations 
between family members, nor by the personal de-
cisions of single members of the family, explains 
Giuseppe Bruno. Several members of the third 
generation, although barely adults, have shown 
signs of interest in the company; for the moment, 
however, no rules concerning their entry have 
been formalized. (…) “At Bruno there are in any 
case people who are very attached to the com-
pany and proud to work for us… Tomorrow I mi-
ght decide to give them more responsibility and 
to make the business a public company. Whatever 
decision we make about the future of the business 
and the line of succession to the top positions, the 
important thing is that we continue to be guided 
by the principal of responsibility to the company 
and its stakeholders—that is, the employees, sup-
pliers, the local community and the customers”, 
Renato concluded.

The levers for creating value for the client
Right from the start, the Group has focused 

on internalization, with the aim of responding to 
clients’ requests with maximum flexibility. “The 
choice initially came from our geographical loca-
tion”, explains Renato Bruno. “We started up in 

Grottaminarda, in the province of Avellino, whe-
re there was no developed industrial base. For 
this reason we were forced to learn to do things 
internally. At first this was an enormous liability. 
But before long it turned into an advantage, sin-
ce it gave us the chance to develop our general 
know-how concerning all the different functions, 
and also because it instilled in our modus ope-
randi the concept of ‘doing things in-house’!” And 
this brought the family up against a considerable 
amount of suspicion: “first and foremost from 
the banks, who had serious misgivings about this 
strategy that bucked the usual trends, and also 
had trouble understanding that this choice was a 
response to the strategic imperative of putting the 
customer first”. (…)

“In choosing whether to build or buy we have 
never considered the cost of production alone”, 
explains Renato Bruno, “but we have considered 
many other elements that are difficult to quanti-
fy. If I have a contract for particular machines and 
the customer wants them delivered in a week, the 
motor and alternator, which account for most of 
the cost, are not a problem since I have them in 
the warehouse. But because of the canopy that 
covers them I risk not completing the delivery if 
the contractor isn’t available. We live in a world 
where there is less and less planning, especially 
in the energy sector where most of our clients are 
and where purchases are often made in response 
to an emergency, such as a blackout. To save 10 
on the canopy I risk losing a delivery worth 100. 
This is what is lost sight of when everything is ba-
sed exclusively on costs”.

In addition, internalization allows the develop-
ment of the sort of know-how that can be valuable 
in customizing the product for the client, which is 
highly regarded especially by the big rental com-
panies, who ask, for example, that the generators 
be painted with the corporate colors. (…)

Even post-sales activities are managed with a 
view of meeting the needs of the customer. For 
example, if it comes to our attention that there is a 
malfunction, the product is immediately replaced 
regardless of the cause. (…) The authority to deci-
de such things is left to the commercial side, not 
to the technicians (…) who, since they are rewar-
ded for keeping down costs, will deny responsibi-
lity however they can, thus risking the loss of an 
important client.

Bruno generators have a higher average selling 
price than those of the competition: “If my aim is 
to deliver value to the customer, I can get a bit of 
a margin”, explains the business owner, “but if I 
compete simply by trying to apply price leverage 
there will always be someone ready to charge a 
euro less than me. (…) Among other things the 
value added includes, along with the technology 
embodied in the products, on-time delivery (“the 
product when you want it, where you need it”) 
and customer assistance (“solve any problem by 
putting yourself in the place of the customer”). 
(…)

The quality of customer relations is also useful 
in meeting competition from low-cost countries, 
especially in the case of very territorial “last mile” 
customers. (…) The advantages of Bruno genera-
tors and their workmanship are shown with pri-
de to customers who visit the company: they are 
guided through the production process to see for 
themselves how a generator is built and assem-
bled and to verify the professionalism of the tech-
nicians at work. (...)

“Our approach to the client answers the que-
stion everyone asks me”, Renato observes with 
satisfaction, “which is, how do we manage to have 
such a high EBITDA when our competitors have 
low margins”. The higher margins are also due 
to the fact that “we sell at a higher price becau-
se the quality is higher and we contribute more 

added value: for us, the motor and alternator, 
which we buy from abroad, represent less than 
50% of manufacturing costs, while these costs 
average 65-70% for out competitors, who operate 
mainly in the standby market and make simpler 
products”. Canopies and control panels are pro-
duced internally, while most of the competition 
has these made elsewhere. “To produce canopies 
and control panels you need all the relevant craft-
smen; the competitors who have this work done 
for them have to pay designers every time a new 
model is requested … having verticalized this 
process was our real success factor”, the entrepre-
neur confirms.

The technological advantage is less impor-
tant: “Our products don’t represent any scienti-
fic breakthrough,” says Renato Bruno ironically, 
“but many small improvements can be added to 
a product as long as you keep up an interactive re-
lationship with the customer who uses it intensi-
vely: that way you have the advantage of knowing 
what works and what doesn’t, and what the client 
wants. Our customers are the voice”, continues 
Renato, obviously mindful of Hirschman’s exit-voi-
ce interaction. “In the case of standby generators, 
the customer who isn’t satisfied just doesn’t come 
back, and you don’t even notice. Our interactions 
with customers have guided us in the production 
of machines that are the best on the market. The 
adaptation that improves a certain machine is not 
big or small in itself, but rather in its effect on the 
client’s decision whether or not to buy. And then 
you have to be in the right place at the right time 
when the client needs assistance. I am the one 
who has to adapt to the customer’s needs”.

Entering the automotive sector
In 2012 the Bruno Group acquired ZADI, a com-

pany that produces mechanical, electromecha-
nical and electronic lock kits with immobilizers, 
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analog and digital instruments and dashboards, 
and switches and odometers for motorcycles and 
vehicles for leisure, gardening, industry and com-
munities.

ZADI was in serious trouble because of the ac-
quisition of a traditional company that produced 
headlights and instrumentation under the brand 
CEV, which since 2001 had drained its liquidity. (…) 
ZADI, however, was considered one of the best in 
the business in terms of research, innovation and 
quality. Its plant at Carpi had top technicians and 
advanced machinery. Renato was fascinated by 
these qualities. 

Nevertheless, there was a problem with cu-
stomer relations in a sector in which financial re-
liability is essential to winning contracts. For the 
design and production of a new type of headlight, 
companies like BMW, Ducati or Piaggio would in 
fact never deal with a business at risk of closing 
down because their motorcycle production line 
might end up being blocked, since the design and 
production start-up cycle sometimes takes up to 
two years. (…) Renato spent 2013 meeting and re-
assuring clients and suppliers.

During that year he decided to involve himself 
directly in the management of the business, whi-
ch had at first been entrusted to the previous ow-
ner: Renato had in fact become convinced that his 
own personal commitment was required not only 
to revive the company’s image in the eyes of the 
customers, suppliers and employees, but also so 
that he would have full autonomy in making de-
cisions at such a sensitive stage. (…) The mindset 
of personalized service to the customer, by then 
well established in the generator business, was 
immediately applied in ZADI as well: an example 
is the decision to make two deliveries a day to a 
motorcycle producer whose policy was to keep in-
ventory to a minimum. (…)

Analysis of the market and a greater knowle-

dge of the sector led Renato Bruno, in December 
2013, to acquire ECIE, a headlight business that 
had fallen on hard times but was in a position 
to develop interesting synergies with ZADI. “This 
acquisition was important because it changed 
the spirit within the company; everybody under-
stood that I was serious—first of all the clients of 
both ZADI and ECIE”, says the entrepreneur. The 
employees understood it as well, surprised to see 
him put on overalls and spend three consecutive 
shifts at the Carpi factory to get an idea of how 
to regain efficiency in the different departments, 
reading the machines’ operating manuals and 
asking the workers questions.
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Luca Meldolesi: intransigence, the 
Mediterranean and democracy

Civil wars – ongoing and protracted, Middle Ea-
stern and African – and their serious impact throu-
ghout our area of the world have led the author 
to probe in unusual places, aiming to open the 
door to the possibility of improving the situation. 
With scientific rigor free of illusions, and inspired 
by writings from Averincev, Hirschman and Geer-
tz, he explores certain characteristics of Christian 
and Muslim religion and religiosity, patiently fol-
lowing a line of reasoning whose purpose is first 
and foremost to combat forms of intransigence – 
beginning with those that have led to terrorism. 
His aim is to help establish a European and Medi-
terranean environment that is more conducive to 
peace, well-being, democracy, freedom and social 
justice. In this context, and developing further an 
ongoing dialogue with Piero Bassetti, he discus-
ses numerous new functions that our “compassio-
nate community” is now called upon to perform 
– or may be in the near future. 

Luca Meldolesi: Mending the world

Much of the reasoning in the social sciences is 
too abstract and too closely linked to a specific 
discipline to truly illuminate the world we live in. 
It is possible to show, however, (by way of exam-
ple and with the help of a great anthropologist, 
Clifford Geertz) how some of these analyses can 
be grafted onto a concrete vision that actually 
corresponds to our everyday lives, a vision of a 
world that is increasingly interconnected and at 
the same time increasingly fragmented and diver-
se. This then gives rise to an exploration of poli-
cy concerning how to respond to certain aspects 
(both positive and negative) of our times in order 
to ease current tensions and how to put the most 
compelling features of Italian culture (and wor-
ld-wide Italic culture) to use for this purpose, not 
least as a means of coping with the tragic inva-
sion of exiles that has struck Europe, starting with 
South Italy and Greece, but also in order to im-
press a new level of urgency on the construction 
of Europe.
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