
  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Everyday negotiation, permanent 

provocation. Struggles around teacher 

legibility in the  DR Congo  

PhD Abstract 

Problem definition 

Since the 1970s, the Congolese government 

and donors have attached increasing value to 

teacher legibility (= administrative gathering, 

management and use of knowledge on the 

number and characteristics of teachers). A lack 

of legibility can cause fiduciary risk, facilitate 

administrative predation and impedes 

educational planning. Therefore, in the post-

2001 liberal reconstruction era in the DRC, 

legibility has become a condition for further 

international assistance. Massive attempts were 

made by donors, the government and teachers 

to render teachers legible.  Nevertheless,  as of 

2016, an immense amount of teachers is still 

not fully legible.  

 

Research Question 

Why is a large amount of primary and 

secondary public school teachers still illegible 

despite political embracement of the value of 

legibility and massive interventions by donors 

and the government to render teachers legible? 

 

Theoretical Framework 

Building on  Tania Murray Li, I consider the 

triangular relationship between value, the 

practice of government and the resulting 

reactions as a permanent provocation. Each 

action by one actor provokes reactions by other 

actors. I use middle-range theories (e.g. 

practical norms), and focus on agencies, to 

shed light on everyday negotiations through 

which these provocations take place.  
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Methodology 

1
st
, I trace the emergence of the discourse of 

legibility (e.g. linked to MDGs) in key donor 

and government documents. 2
nd

, I identify the 

key techniques to render teachers legible by 

referring to the documents mentioned above 

and also look into project and consultancy 

reports. 3
rd

, I build on 14 months of 

ethnographic research and explore how 

attempts to render teachers legible are 

negotiated in practice. Here, I focus on 4 issues 

(1 chapter each): admin. practices, PPPs, 

brokered educational expansion and armed 

conflict. 

 

Conclusion 

My findings sustain the negotiated nature of 

reforms. International donors play an eminent 

role in agenda-setting and organizational 

management. However, actual success of 

implementation depends on a great range of 

cultural, political and economic factors. 

Congolese public authority is negotiated in a 

polycentric value and action system. Nodal 

points with extended despotic power exist and 

will remain provocations for further 

interventions. 
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